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ONE: The Prodiga

As the lesser and then the greater stars di sappeared in the advancing
light, the towering mass of the forest that walled in the cornfield retained
for a while the utter blackness of the night. A light breeze blewin fromthe
| ake, rustling the | eaves of the young corn, but the | eaves of that dark
forest did not stir. Now the eastern forest wall gl owed gray-green, and the
three nen waiting in the field knew, though they could not yet see it, that
t he sun was up.

Ander son spat--the day's work had officially begun. He began to make his
way up the gentle incline toward the eastern forest wall. Four rows away on
either side of him his sons followed--Neil, the younger and larger, on his
ri ght hand, and Buddy on the left.

Each man carried two enpty wooden buckets. None wore either shoes or
shirts, for it was mdsumer. Their denims were in tatters. Anderson and Buddy
had on wi de-bri mmed hats woven of crude raffia, |ike the coolie hats you used
to get at carnivals and state fairs. Neil had sunglasses but no hat. They were
ol d; the bridge had been broken and nended with glue and a strip of that sane
fi ber fromwhich the hats had been nade. Hs nose was call oused where the
gl asses rested.

Buddy was the last to reach the top of the hill. Hs father snmiled while
he waited for himto catch up. Anderson's snile was never a good sign

"You're sore fromyesterday?

"I"'mfine. The stiffness comes out when | get working."

Nei | | aughed. "Buddy's sore because he _has_ to work. Ain't that so,
Buddy?"

It was a joke. But Anderson, whose style it was to be laconic, never
| aughed at jokes, and Buddy rarely found very funny the jokes his half-brother
made.

"Don't you get it?" Neil asked. "_Sore_. Buddy's _sore_ because he has
to work."

"We all have to work," Anderson said, and that pretty well ended what
j oke there had been

They began to work.

Buddy withdrew a plug fromhis tree and inserted a netal tube where the
pl ug had been. Bel ow t he makeshift spigot he hung one of the buckets. Pulling
the plugs was hard work, for they had been in place a week and had stuck fast.
The sap, drying about the plug, acted as a glue. This work seenmed al ways to
| ast just |long enough for the soreness--of his fingers, his wists, his arns,
hi s back--to reassert itself, but never to abate.

Before the terrible work of carrying the buckets began, Buddy stopped
and stared at the sap trickling through the pipe and oozing, |like |line-green
honey, into the bucket. It was com ng out slowy today. By the end of the
sumer this tree would be dying and ready to be cut down.

Seen up close, it didn't seemmuch like a tree at all. Its skin was
snooth, like the stemof a flower. A proper tree this size would have split
through its skin under the pressure of its own growh, and its trunk woul d be
rough with bark. Farther back in the forest, you could find trees, big ones,
whi ch had reached the Iimt of their growth and begun at last to form
somet hing |ike bark. At least their trunks, though green, weren't noist to the
touch like this one. Those trees--or Plants, as Anderson called them-were six



hundred feet tall, and their biggest | eaves were the size of billboards. Here
on the edge of the cornfield the growh was nore recent--not nore than two
years--and the highest stood only a hundred and fifty feet tall. Even so, here
as deeper in the forest, the sun came through the foliage at noonday as pal e
as noonlight on a cl ouded night.

"Cet the lead out!" Anderson called. He was already out in the field
with his full buckets of sap, and the sap was brinm ng over Buddy's buckets
too, Wiy is there never time to think?_ Buddy envied Neil's mulish capacity
just to _do_ things, to spin the wheel of his cage w thout wondering overnmnuch
how it worked.

"Right away!" Neil yelled froma distance.

"Ri ght away!" Buddy echoed, thankful his half-brother too had been
caught up in his own thoughts, whatever they could be.

O the three men working in the field, Neil surely had the best body.
Except for a receding chin that gave a fal se inpression of weakness, he was
strong and well proportioned. He was a good six inches taller than his father
or Buddy, both short men. Hi s shoul ders were broader, his chest thicker, and
his muscles, though not so well knit as Anderson's, were bigger. There was,
however, no econony in his noverents. Wen he wal ked, he | unbered. \Wen he
stood, he slouched. He endured the strain of the day's |abor better than Buddy
simply because he had nore material to endure with. In this he was brutish,
but worse than being brutish, Neil was dunb, and worse than bei ng dunb, he was
nean.

_He is nean_, Buddy thought, _and he is dangerous_. Buddy set off down
the row of corn, a full bucket of sap in either hand and his heart briming
withill-will. It gave hima sort of strength, and he needed all the strength
he coul d rmuster, from whatever source. Hi s breakfast had been Iight, and
[ unch, he knew, woul dn't be quite enough, and there'd be no dinner to speak
of .

Even hunger, he had | earned, provided its own kind of strength: the wll
to west nore food fromthe soil and nore soil fromthe Plants.

No matter how nuch care he took, the sap splattered his pants | egs as he
wal ked, and the tattered fabric stuck to his calf. Later, when the day was
hotter, his whole body would be covered with sap. The sap woul d bake dry, and
when he noved, the stiffened cloth would tear out the crusted hairs of his
body, one by one. The worst of that was over now, thank heaven--the body has a
finite nunber of hairs--but there were still the flies that swarned over his
flesh to feed on the sap. He hated the flies, which did not seemto be finite.

Wien he had reached the foot of the decline and was in the middle of the
field, Buddy set one bucket down and began to feed the thirsty young plants
fromthe other. Each plant received about a pound of thick green nutrient--
and to good effect. It wasn't the Fourth yet, and already nmany plants were up
over his knees. Corn would have grown well in the rich | ake-bottomsoil in any
case, but with the additional nourishment they drew fromthe stolen sap, the
pl ants throve phenonenal | y--as though they were in central |owa instead of
northern M nnesota. This unwitting parasitismof the corn served another
pur pose besides, for as the corn throve, the Plants whose sap they had drunk
di ed, and each year the linmt of the field could be pushed a bit farther

It had been Anderson's idea to pit the Plant against itself this way,
and every corn plant in the field was a testinony to his, judgment. Looking
down the long rows, the old man felt like a prophet in full view of his
prophecy. H s regret now was that he hadn't thought of it sooner--before the
di aspora of his village, before the Plants had vanqui shed his and his
nei ghbors' farns.

_If only_ . .

But that was history, water under the bridge, spilt mlk, and as such it
bel onged to a winter evening in the commonroom when there was tine for idle
regrets. Now, and for the rest of that |long day, there was work to do.



Ander son | ooked about for his sons. They were straggling behind, stil
enptyi ng their second buckets over the roots of the corn

"Cet the lead out!" he yelled. Then, turning back up the hill with his
two buckets enpty, he smled a thin, joyless smle, the smle of a prophet,
and spat out, through the gap between his front teeth, a thin stream of the
juice of the Plant that he had been chew ng.

He hated the Plants, and that hatred gave hi m strength.

They worked, sweating in the sun, till noonday. Buddy's |egs were
trenbling fromthe strain and from hunger. But each trip down the rows of corn
was shorter, and when he returned to the Plant there was a nonent (and each a
little longer than the |ast) before the buckets filled, when he could rest.

Soneti mes, though he did not |ike the vaguely aniselilce taste, he would
stick his finger into the bucket and lick off the bittersweet syrup. It did
not nourish, but it allayed for a while the worst of his hunger. He might have
chewed the pulp carved fromthe phl oemof the trunk, as his father and Nei
did, but "chewing" rem nded himof the |life he had tried to escape ten years
before, when he had left the farmfor the city. H's escape had failed, as
surely as the cities thenselves had failed. At last, just as in the parable,
he woul d have been content with the husks the swine ate, and he had returned
to Tassel and to his father's farm

True to form the fatted calf had been killed, and if his return had
been a parable, it would have ended happily. But it was his life, and he was
still, in his heart, a prodigal, and there were tinmes when he wi shed he had
died during the fam ne of the cities.

But in a contest between the belly's hunger and the mnd' s variable
predilections, the belly is likelier to win. The prodigal's rebeffion had been
reduced to catchwords and petty crochets: an obstinate refusal to use the word
_ain't_, an abiding contenpt for country nusic, a distaste for "chew ng," and
a loathing for the hick, the hayseed, and the dunmb cluck. In a word, for Neil

The heat and his body's weariness conspired to direct his thoughts to
| ess troubl ed channels, and as he stood gazing into the slowy filling
buckets, his mnd surged with the renmenbered i mages of other tinmes. O
Babyl on, that great city.

He renmenbered how at night the streets would be swiftflow ng rivers of
light and how the brilliant, antiseptic cars had streamed down those rivers.
From hour to hour the sound woul d not abate nor the lights dim There had been
the drive-ins, and when there was | ess noney, the Wite Castles. Grls in
shorts waited on your car. Sonetines the shorts were edged with little,
glittering fringes that bounced on tan thighs.

In the sunmer, when the hicks had worked on the farnms, there had been
flood-1it beaches, and his parched tongue curled now renenbering how-in the
| abyrinth of enpty oil druns supporting the diving raft--he would have ki ssed
Irene. O someone. The names didn't matter so nuch any nore.

He nade another trip down the row, and while he fed the corn he
renenbered the nanes that didn't matter now. Ch, the city had swarmed with
girls. You could stand on a street corner, and in an hour hundreds woul d wal k
past. There had even been tal k about a popul ati on probl emthen

Hundr eds of thousands of people!

He renenbered the crowds in the winter in the heated auditoriumon the
uni versity canpus. He would have conme there in a white shirt. The collar would
be tight around his neck. In his imagination, he fingered the knot of a silk
tie. Wuld it be striped or plain? He thought of the stores full of suits and
jackets. Oh, the colors there had been! the nusic, and, afterward, the
appl ause!

_But the worst of it_, he thought, resting by at the Plant again, _is
that there isn't anyone to talk to any nore_. The total popul ation of Tasse
was two hundred and forty-seven, and none of them not one of them could
under st and Buddy Anderson. A world had been lost, and they weren't aware of



it. It had never been their world, but it had been, briefly, Buddy's, and it
had been beauti f ul

The buckets were full, and Buddy grabbed hold of the handl es and made
his way back to the field. For the hundredth tine that day, he stepped over
t he cankerous knob of tissue that had forned on the stunp of the Plant that
had irrigated these rows |ast year. This tinme his bare foot came down on a
patch of the slick wood where there was a puddl e of slippery sap. Wi ghted
down by the buckets, he couldn't recover his balance. He fell backward, the
sap in the buckets spilling out over him He lay in the dirt, and the sap
spread across his chest and down his arnms, and the nyriad flies settled to
f eed.

He didn't try to get up

"Well, don't just _lay_ there," Anderson said. "There's work to do." He
stretched out a hand, kinder than his words, to hel p Buddy up

When he thanked his father, there was a just-perceptible quaver in his
Voi ce.

"You all right?"

"I guess so." He felt his coccyx, which had struck agai nst a knob of the
stunp, and w nced.

"Then go down to the stream and wash that crap off. W' re about ready to
go and eat anyhow. "

Buddy nodded. Grabbing the buckets (it was amazi ng how automatic the
wor k had becone, even for him, he set off down a forest path that led to the
stream (once, farther inland, it had been Gooseberry River) fromwhich the
village drew its water. Seven years ago, this whole area--fields, forest and
vill age--had been under ten to fifteen feet of water. But the Plants had
si phoned off the water. They were still at it, and every day the North Shore
of Lake Superior noved a few inches farther south, though the rate of its
retreat seemed to be lessening, as all but the newest of the Plants reached
the limts of their growh.

He stripped and |lay down full length in the stream The tepid water
noved | angui dly over his bare |inbs, washing away sap and dirt and the dead
flies that had caught on himas on flypaper. He held his breath and | owered
his head slowy into the flowing water until he was totally submnerged.

Wth the water in his ears, he could hear slight sounds nore distinctly:
hi s back scratching agai nst the pebbles in the bed of the stream and, nore
di stantly, another sound, a low runbling that grew, too quickly, to a
poundi ng. He knew the sound, and knew he shouldn't be hearing it now, here.

He Iifted his head out of the water in tinme to see the cow running
full-tilt toward him-and in time for her to see him Gacie junped, and her
hi nd hooves came down within inches of his thigh. Then she ran on into the
forest.

More foll owed. Buddy counted them as they splashed across the stream
eight . . . eleven . . . twelve. Seven Herefords and five Quernseys. Al of
t hem

The yearning bellow of a bull sounded in the air, and Studs canme into
view-the village's great, brown Hereford, with his flaring white topknot. He
stared at Buddy with casual defiance, but there was nore urgent business than
the settling of old scores. He hurried on after the cows.

That Studs had gotten out of his pen was bad news, for the cows were al
of them half-gone with calves, and it would do them no good to be nounted by
an eager bull. The news would be even worse for Neil, who was responsible for
Studs. It could nmean a whi pping. This was not a thought to sadden Buddy
deeply, but still he was concerned for the cattle. He hurried into his
overalls, which were still sticky with sap

Before he'd gotten the straps over his shoulders, Jinmie Lee, the
younger of Buddy's two hal f-brothers, cane running out of the forest on the
bull's trail. His face was flushed with the excitenent of the chase, and even
as he announced the calamty--"Studs broke out!"--a snile touched his |ips.

Al'l children--and Jimm e was no exception--feel a denmpnic synpathy with



those things that cause disorder in the grown-up world. The young thrive on
eart hquakes, tornadoes and escaped bulls.

It would not do, Buddy realized, to let their father see that smle. For
i n Anderson the secret synpathy for the powers of destruction had been
nmet anmor phosed by the agency of time into a stern, hunorless opposition to
t hose same powers, a magnificent, raw willfulness as ruthless in its way as
the enemy it opposed. Nothing could nore surely elicit that ruthl essness than
seeing this hectic flush in the cheeks of his youngest and (it was comonly
supposed) dearest.

"Il tell Father," Buddy said. "You go on after Studs. Were's everyone
el se?"

"Clay's getting together all the men he can find, and Lady and Bl ossom
and the wonen are going out to scare the cows away fromthe corn if they go
that way." Jimm e shouted the information over his shoulder as he trotted
al ong the broad trail blazed by the herd.

He was a good boy, Jimrie Lee, and bright as a button. In the old world,
Buddy was sure, he would have becone another prodigal. It was always the
bri ght one who rebelled. Now he'd be lucky to survive. They all woul d.

The norning's work acconpli shed, Anderson | ooked across his field and
saw that it was good. At harvest the ears would not be large and juicy, as in
the old times. They had |l eft the bags of hybridized seed noldering in the
abandoned storeroons of old Tassel. Hybrids gave the best yield, but they were
sterile. Agriculture could no |onger afford such fripperies. The variety he
was using now was rmuch closer hereditarily to the ancient |Indian maize, the
Aztec zea mays. Hi s whol e strategy against the usurping Plants was based on
corn. Corn had becone the Iife of his people: it was the bread they ate and
the neat as well. In the sumer Studs and his twel ve wives mght get along on
t he tender green roughage the children scraped fromthe sides of the Plants or
they m ght graze anong the seedlings along the | ake shore, but when w nter
cane corn sustained the cattle just as it sustained the villagers.

Corn took care of itself alnpst as well as it took care of the others.

It did not need a plowran to turn over the soil, only a sharp stick to scratch
it and hands to drop in the four seeds and the lunp of excrenment that woul d be
their first food. Nothing gave the yield per acre that corn did; nothing but
rice gave as nuch nourishnment per ounce. Land was at a prem um now. The Plants
exerted a constant pressure on the cornfields. Every day, the snmaller children
had to go out and hunt between the rows of corn for the Iine-green shoots,
which could growin a week's tinme to the size of saplings, and in a nonth
woul d be big as grown mapl es.

_Damm them _ he thought. _May God damm them _ But this curse | ost nmuch
of its forcefulness fromthe conviction that God had sent themin the first
pl ace. Let others talk about Quter Space as much as they liked: Anderson knew
that the sane angry and jeal ous God who had once before visited a flood upon
an earth that was corrupt had created the Plants and sown them He never
argued about it. When CGod coul d be so persuasive, why shoul d Anderson raise
his voice? It had been seven years that spring since the first seedlings of
the Plant had been seen. They had cone of a sudden in April of '72, a billion
spores, invisible to all but the nost powerful nicroscopes, sown broadcast
over the entire planet by an equally invisible sower (and where was the
nm croscope or telescope or radar screen that will make God visible?), and
wi thin days every inch of ground, farm and and desert, jungle and tundra, was
covered with a carpet of the richest green

Every year since, as there were fewer and fewer people, there were nore
converts to Anderson's thesis. Like Noah, he was having the |ast |augh. But
that didn't stop himfrom hating, just as Noah nust have hated the rains and
rising waters.

Ander son hadn't always hated the Plants so nuch. In the first years,
when the Government had just toppled and the farns were in their heyday, he



had gone out in the noonlight and just watched themgrow. It was |like the
speeded-up novies of plant growth he'd seen in Ag School years ago. He had

t hought then that he could hold his own against them but he'd been wong. The
i nfernal weeds had wested his farmfrom his hands and the town from the hands
of his people.

But, by God, he'd win it back. Every square inch. If he had to root out
every Plant with his two bare hands. He spat significantly.

At such noments Anderson was as conscious of his own strength, of the
force of his resolve, as a young nman i s conscious of the conpul sion of his
flesh or a woman is conscious of the child she bears. It was an ani nmal
strength, and that, Anderson knew, was the only strength strong enough to
prevail against the Plants.

H s ol dest son ran out of the forest shouting. Wien Buddy ran, Anderson
knew t here was sonet hing wong. "Wat'd he say?" he asked Neil. Though the old
man woul d not adnmit it, his hearing was beginning to go.

"He says Studs got out into the cows. Sounds like a lotta hooey to ne."

"Pray God it is," Anderson replied, and his look fell on Neil like an
i ron wei ght.

Anderson ordered Neil back to the village to see that the men did not
forget to bring ropes and prods in their hurry to give pursuit. Then with
Buddy he set off on the clear trail the herd had nmade. They were about ten
m nut es behind them by Buddy's estimate.

"Too long," Anderson said, and they began to run instead of trotting.

It was easy, running anong the Plants, for they grew far apart and their
cover was so thick that no underbrush could grow. Even fungi |anguished here,
for lack of food. The few aspens that still stood were rotten to the core and
only waiting for a strong wind to fell them The firs and spruce had entirely
di sappeared, digested by the very soil that had once fed them Years before,
the plants had supported hordes of common parasites, and Anderson had hoped
mghtily that the vines and creepers would destroy their hosts, but the Plants
had rallied and it was the parasites who had, for no apparent reason, died.

The giant boles of the Plants rose out of sight, their spires hidden by

their own massive foliage; their smooth, |iving green was unbl em shed,
untouched, and like all living things, unwilling to countenance any life but
their own.

There was in these forests a strange, unwhol esone solitude, a solitude
nore profound than adol escence, nore unremitting than prison. It seenmed, in a
way, despite its green, flourishing gromh, dead. Perhaps it was because there
was no sound. The great |eaves overhead were too heavy and too rigid in
structure to be stirred by anything but gale wi nds. Mdst of the birds had
di ed. The bal ance of nature had been so thoroughly upset that even aninmals one
woul d not think threatened had joined the ever-nmounting ranks of the extinct.
The Plants were alone in these forests, and the feeling of their being set
apart, of their belonging to a different order of things was inescapable. It
ate at the strongest nan's heart.

"What's that smell?" Buddy asked.

"I don't snell anything."

"It smells |ike sonething burning."

Anderson felt small stirrings of hope. "A fire? But they wouldn't burn
at this tine of year. They're too green.”

"It's not the Plants. It's sonething else.”

It was the smell of roasting meat, but he wouldn't say so. It would be
too cruel, too unreasonable to | ose one of the precious cows to a party of
. mar auder s.

Their pace slowed froma run to a trot, froma trot to a cautious,
stalking glide. "I do snmell it now," Anderson whispered. He withdrew fromits
hol ster the Colt Python .357 Magnumthat was the visible sign of his authority
anong the citizens of Tassel. Since his elevation to his high office
(formally, he was the town's nmayor, but in fact he was rmuch nore), he had
never been known to be without it. The potency of this weapon as a synbol (for



the village had a goodly stock of guns and anmunition yet) rested upon the
fact that it was only enployed for the gravest of purposes: to kill nen.

The snell had becone very strong; then at a turn in the path they found
the twel ve carcasses. They had been incinerated to ash, but the outlines were
cl ear enough to indicate which bad been Studs. There was also a smaller patch
of ash near them on the path.

"How -" Buddy began. But he really nmeant _what_, or even _who_,
somet hing that his father was qui cker to understand.

"Jimme!" the old man screaned, enraged, and he buried his hands in the
smal ler pile of still-snoking ashes.

Buddy turned his eyes away, for too great sorrow is |ike drunkenness: it
was not fitting that he should see his father then

_There's not even any neat left_, he thought, |ooking at the other
carcasses. _Nothing but ashes_.

"My son!" the old man cried. "My son!™ He held in his finger a piece of
nmetal that had once been the buckle of a belt. Its edges had been nelted by
the heat, and the nmetal's retained heat was burning the old nan's fingers. He
did not notice. Qut of his throat cane a noise, deeper than a groan, and his
hands dug into the ashes once nmore. He buried his face in them and wept.

After a while, the nen of the village arrived. One had brought a shovel
to use as a prod. They buried the boy's ashes there, for already the w nd was
begi nning to spread them over the ground. Anderson kept the buckle.

Whi | e Anderson was speaking the words over his son's shallow grave, they
heard the _moo_ of the last cow, Gracie. So as soon as they'd said _anen_,
they went running after the surviving cow Except Anderson, who wal ked hone
al one.

Gracie led thema nerry old chase.

TWO. Desertion

They had to abandon Tassel, the old Tassel that they still thought of as
their proper home, the spring before last. The Plants had flung out their
seedl ings (though exactly how this was done renmained a nystery, for the Plants
exhi bited not the slightest sign of flowers or fruiting bodies) over the
surrounding fields with a profligacy that had finally conquered every human
effort. They, the humans, had been extended too far: their town and the farns
about it had not been laid out with a siege in view

For the first three years, they had held their own well enough--or so it
had seened--by spraying the seedlings with poisons that the Governnment had
devel oped. Each year, for as long as the CGovernnent and its |aboratories
lasted, it was a new poison, for the Plant devel oped i mmunities al nost as
qui ckly as the poisons were invented. But even then they had sprayed only the
fields. In marshes and along the wild | ake shore, in forests and al ong the
roads, the seedlings shot up beyond the reach of any eneny but the axe--and
there were just too many Plants and too few axes to nake that a conceivabl e
enterprise. Werever the Plants grew, there was not |ight enough, nor water
enough, nor even soil enough for anything else. Wen the old trees and bushes
and grasses were crowded out and died, erosion stripped the |and.

Not the farm ands, of course--not yet. But in only three years the
Plants were crowding the fields and pastures, and then it was only a matter of
time. OF very little tinme, really: the Plants nibbled, they bit, and, during
the sumrer of their fifth year, they sinply overran.

Al that was left was this shadowy ruin. Buddy took a certain el egiac
pl easure in comng here. There was even a practical side to it: scavenging in
the debris he was often able to find old tools and sheet netal, even
occasi onal books. The time for edi bles was past, though. The rats and
mar auders working their way up frombDuluth had | ong ago cl eaned out the little



that had been | eft behind after the nove to New Tassel. So he gave up | ooking
and went to sit on the steps of the Congregationalist Church, which thanks to
his father's continued efforts was one of the last buildings in the town to
remai n intact.

There had been, he renmenbered, an oak, a tall archetypal oak, over to
the right of the Plant that had broken through the sidewal k at the edge of
what used to be the town park. During the fourth winter, they had used the oak
as firewood. And many elnms, too. There had certainly been no | ack of el ns.

He heard, distantly, Gracie's lugubrious plaint as she was pull ed back
to town at the end of a rope. The chase had been too rmuch for Buddy. Hi s |egs
had given out. He wondered if the Hereford was now extinct. Perhaps not, for
Graci e was pregnant, she was still young, and if she bore a bull calf, there
woul d be hope for her race, though it were but a glimrer. What nore coul d one
ask than a glimrer?

He wondered, too, how many encl aves had held out as |ong as Tassel. For
the last two years, captured marauders had been the village's only link with
t he outside, but the marauders had been growing fewer. It was likely that the
cities had come to their end at |ast.

He was thankful he had not been there to witness it, for even the little
corpse of Tassel could nake hi mmel ancholic. He woul d not have thought he
coul d have cared so. Before the advent of the Plants, Tassel had been the
objectification of everything he despised: smallness, meanness, wllful
i gnorance and a noral code as contenporary as Leviticus. And now he nourned it
as though it had been Carthage fallen to the Ronans and sown with salt, or
Babyl on, that great city.

It was not perhaps the corpse of the town that he nourned, but all the
ot her corpses of which it was compounded. Once a thousand and some peopl e had
lived here, and all but a paltry two hundred and forty-seven of themwere
dead. How invariably the worst had survived and the best had died.

Pastern, the Congregationalist mnister, and his wife Lorraine. They had
been good to Buddy during the years before he'd left for the University, when
life had been one long feud with his father who had wanted himto go to the Ag
School in Duluth. And Vivian Sokul sky, his fourth-grade teacher. The only
ol der woman in town with a sense of hunmor or a grain of intelligence. And al
the others too, always the best of them

Now, Jimm e Lee. Rationally you couldn't blame the Plants for Jinme's
death. He had been nurdered--though how or by whom Buddy coul d not i magine.
O why. Above all, why? Yet death and the Plants were such close kin that one
could not feel the breath of one without seemng to see the shadow of the
ot her.

"Hello there, stranger." The voice had a strong mnusical tinbre, like the
speaki ng voice of the contralto in an operetta, but to judge by Buddy's
reacti on one woul d have thought it harsh.

"Hell o, Geta. Go away."

The voice |l aughed, a full, husky |augh that woul d have reached the | ast
rows of any bal cony, and Greta herself canme forward, as full and husky in the
flesh as in her laughter, which now abruptly ceased. She stood herself before
Buddy as though she were presenting a grievance before the court. Exhibit A
Greta Anderson, arns aki mbo and shoul ders thrown back, full hips jutting
forward, her bare feet planted in the dirt like roots. She deserved better
clothing than the cotton chem se she wore. In richer fabrics and brighter
colors and given better support, the type of beauty Greta represented could
excel any other; now she seemed just slightly overri pe.

"I hardly ever see you any nore. You know we're practically next-door
nei ghbors--"

"Except that we don't have doors."

"--yet | don't see you fromone week to the next. Sonetimes | think you
try to avoid ne."

"Sometines | do, but you can see for yourself it doesn't work. Now, why
don't you go fix your husband's dinner like a good wife? It's been a bad day



all around."”

"Neil's in a blue funk. | expect he'll be whipped tonight, and _I'm_ not
going to be around the house-or should |I say the tent?--when he cones hone
fromthat. When he went back to town, he fooled with the rope on Studs's pen
to try and make it look like it wasn't his fault--that Studs had junped over

the bar. | can just see Studs clearing an eightfoot fence. But it didn't do
hi m any good. Cay and half a dozen others saw himdoing it. He'll just get
whi pped a little harder now "

“"That idiot!"

Greta |laughed. "You said it, not ne."

Wth a feigned casual ness, she sat on the step below his. "You know,
Buddy, | cone here a lot too. | get so lonely in the newtown--it's not really
atow at all, it's nore |like summer canp with the tents and having to carry
water fromthe stream Oh, it's so boring. You know what | nean. You know it
better than me. | always wanted to go live in Mnneapolis nyself, but first
there was Daddy, and then. . . . But | don't have to tell _you_."

It had grown quite dark in the ruined village. A sumer shower began to
fall on the I eaves of the Plants, but only a few droplets penetrated their
cover. It was like sitting in spray blown in off the | ake.

After a considerable silence (during which she had | eaned back to rest
her el bows on Buddy's step, letting the weight of her thick, sun-whitened hair
pul | her head back, so that as she tal ked she gazed up into the faraway | eaves
of the Plant), Geta |l et |oose another well nodul ated | augh.

Buddy couldn't help but admire her laugh. It was as though that |aughter
was a specialty of hers--a note she could reach that other contraltos
couldn't.

"Do you renenber the tine you put the vodka into the punch at Daddy's
yout h neeting? And we all started doing the twist to those awful old records
of his? On, that was precious, that was such fun! Nobody but you and ne knew

_how_to twist. That was an awful thing to do. The vodka, | mean. Daddy never
knew what happened. "
"Jacquel ine Brewster could twist well, as | recall."

"Jacquel ine Brewster is a pill."

He | aughed, and since it had becone so much | ess customary for him the
| aught er was rough-edged and a little shrill. "Jacqueline Brewster's dead," he
sai d.

"That's so. Well, | guess next to the two of us she was the best dancer
around." After another pause, she began again with a great show of vivacity.
"And the time we went to old man Jenkins' house, out on County Road B--do you
remenber that?"

"Greta, let's not talk about that."

"But it was so _funny_, Buddy! It was the funniest thing in the world.
There we were, the two of us, going at it on that squeaky old sofa a nile a
mnute. | thought it would fall to pieces, and himupstairs so dead to the
wor |l d he never knew a thing."

Despite hinmsel f, Buddy snorted. "Well, he was _deaf _.
word in the country way, with a long _e_.

"Ch, we'll never have times like that again." Wen she turned to | ook at
Buddy, her eyes gleamed with something nore than rem niscence. "You _were_ the
wild one then. There wasn't anything that stopped you. You were the king of
t he heap, and wasn't | the queen? Wasn't |, Buddy?" She grabbed one of his
hands and squeezed it. Once her fingernails would have cut his skin, but her
fingernails were gone and his skin was tougher. He pulled his hand away and

He pronounced the

st ood up.

"Stop it, Geta. It won't get you anywhere."

"I"'ve got aright to remenber_. It _was_ that way, and you can't tel
me it wasn't. | knowit's not that way any nore. All | have to do is |ook

around to see that. Were's Jenkins' house now, eh? Have you ever tried to
find it? It's gone; it's sinply disappeared. And the football field--where is
that? Every day a little nore of everything is gone. | went into MacCord's the



ot her day, where they used to have the nicest dresses in town, such as they
were. There wasn't a thing. Not a button. It seenmed |ike the end of the world,
but | don't know -nmaybe those things aren't so inportant. It's people that are
nmost important. But all the best people are gone, too."

"Yes," Buddy said, "yes, they are."

"Except a very few. When you were away, | saw it all happen. Sone of
them the Dougl ases and others, left for the cities, but that was only at the
very begi nning of the panic. They came back, the sane as you--those who coul d.
| wanted to go, but after Momma di ed, Daddy got sick and | had to nurse him
He read the Bible all the time. And prayed. He made ne get down on ny knees
besi de his bed and pray with him But his voice wasn't so good then, so
usually 1'd end up praying by myself. | thought it would have | ooked funny to
somebody el se--as though it was Daddy | was praying to and not God. But there
wasn't anybody left by that tinme who could | augh. The | aughter had just dried
up, like Split Rock River

"The radi o station had stopped, except for the news twice a day, and who
wanted to hear the news? There were all those National Guard people trying to
make us do what the CGovernnent said. Del ano Paul sen got killed the night they
got rid of the National Guard, and | didn't know about it for a week. Nobody
wanted to tell me, because after you left, Delano and | went steady. | guess
maybe you never knew that. As soon as Daddy got on his feet, he was going to
marry the two of us. Really--he really was.

"The Plants seened to be everywhere then. They broke up the roads and
water mains. The old | ake shore was just a nmarsh, and the Plants were already
growi ng there. Everything was so terribly ugly. It's nice now, in conparison

"But the worst part was the boredom Nobody had tine to have fun. You
were gone and Del ano was dead and Daddy--well, you can imagine. | shouldn't
admt this, but when he died, | was sort of glad.

"Except that was when your father was elected mayor and really started
organi zi ng everybody, telling themwhat to do and where to live, and
t hought: ' There won't be roomfor me.' | was thinking of Noah's ark, because
Daddy used to read that one over and over again. | thought: 'They'll take off
without ne.' | was scared. | suppose everybody was scared. The city nust have
been scary, too, with all those people dying. | heard about that. But | was
really _scared!_ How do you explain that?

"And then your brother started coming to visit ne. He was about
twenty-one then and not really bad-1ooking froma girl's point of view Except
for his chin. But | thought: 'Geta, you ve got a chance to marry Japheth.""

"Who?"

"Japheth. He was one of Noah's sons. Poor Neil! | nean, he really didn't
stand a chance, did he?"

"I think you' ve rem nisced enough now. "

"I mean, he didn't know anything about girls. He wasn't |ike you. He was
twenty-one, just three nmonths younger than you, and | don't think he even
t hought about girls. He said later it was your father who recommended nme! Can
you i magi ne that! Like he was breeding a bull!"

Buddy started wal ki ng away from her.

"What should | have done? You tell me. Should | have waited for you? Put
a candl e burning in the wi ndow?"

"You don't need a candle, when you're carrying a torch."

Again the lyric |augh, but barbed w th undissinulated shrillness. She
rose and wal ked toward him Her breasts, which had been noticeably slack
before, were perceptibly |l ess so.

"Well, do you want to know why? You don't. You're afraid to hear the
truth. If | told you, you wouldn't let yourself believe it, but I'Il tell you
anyway. Your brother is a two-hundred pound noodl e of wet spaghetti. He is
conpletely and totally unable to _nove_."

"He's nmy _half_-brother," Buddy said, alnpbst automatically.

"And he's half of a husband for me." Geta was smling strangely, and
somehow t hey had come to be standing face to face, inches apart. She had only



to stand on tiptoe for her lips to reach his. Her hands never even touched
hi m

"No," he said, pushing her away. "It's over. It's been over for years.
That was ei ght years ago. W were kids then. Teenagers."

"Ch brother, have you |l ost your guts!”

He sl apped her hard enough to knock her to the ground, though in
fairness it nust be said that she seemed to cooperate and even to relish the
bl ow.

"That," she said, the old nusic quite gone for her voice, "is all the
best that Neil can do. And | nust say that between the two of you he does that
better."

Buddy | aughed a solid, good-hunored | augh and |eft her, feeling some of
the old stallion blood rising in him Ah, he had forgotten what a magnificent
wit she could nuster. Absolutely the only one left with a sense of hunor, he
t hought. And still the best-Iooking. Maybe they would_ get together again.

Eventual |l y.

Then he remenbered that it was not a day to be in a good hunor, and the
smle left his lips and the stallion quieted and went back to his stall.

THREE: A Bundl e of Joy

There was sonet hing of the nouse about Maryann Anderson. _Mouse_ was the
color of her hair: a lusterless gray-brown. There was a mousy tendency, when
her mnd was on other things, for her lips to part, revealing |argish,
yel l owed incisors. Wrse, she had, at the age of twenty-three, a faint, downy
must ache. She was short, no nore than five feet two, and thin: Buddy's thunb
and m ddle finger could conpletely encircle her upper arm

Even her good qualities were nmousy: She was perky, industrious and
content with scraps. Though she woul d never be a beauty, she m ght once have
been t hought cute. She was submi ssive. She did not intrude.

Buddy didn't love her. There were tinmes when her very passivity
infuriated him He had been used, on the whole, to sonething nore. Still, it
was as hard to find fault with Maryann as it was to find anything particularly
to admire. Buddy was confortably sure that she woul d never be unfaithful, and
as long as his wants were | ooked after, he didn't really resent Maryann for
being his wfe.

Maryann, for her part, could not reciprocate this indifference. She was
sl avi shly devoted to her husband and hopel essly, girlishly in love with him
Buddy had al ways been able to elicit a species of self-sacrificing devotion,

t hough he had usually called for a different sort of sacrifice, and his
altars, so to speak, were dark with the blood of his victins. But be had never
tried to exert this influence on Maryann, who had only interested himfor one
brief monment and then not anorously but by her pitiabl eness.

It had been during the fall of the fourth year after the Plants had
cone, and Buddy had only just returned to Tassel. A party of marauders,
Maryann among them had somehow worked their way up from M nneapolis. Instead
of raiding, they'd been foolish enough to cone to the village and ask for
food. It was unheard of. The invariable rule was for marauders to be executed
(hunger could turn the lanbs to wolves), but a small controversy arose in this
case, because of the seeming good-will of the prisoners. Buddy had been anong
those in favor of releasing them but his father-- and the majority of the
nmen--insi sted on execution

"Then at | east spare the wonen,'
senti ment al .

"The only wonman that goes free is the one you take to wife," Anderson
had procl ai med, extenporizing the law, as was his way. And quite unexpectedly
and out of pure cussedness Buddy had gone and chosen one of them not even the

Buddy had pl eaded, being still rather



best -1 ooki ng one, and nmade her his wife. The other twentythree marauders were
execut ed, and the bodies were properly disposed of.

Maryann di dn't speak unl ess spoken to, but in their three years together
Buddy had pi cked up enough bits and pieces of her background to convince
hi nsel f that her depths were no nore interesting than her surfaces.

Her father had been a bank clerk, scarcely nore than a teller, and she
had worked for one nmonth in a stenographic pool before the world had entirely
col | apsed. Though she had gone to a parochial grade school and later to St
Bridget's, where she took the conmmrercial course, het Catholicismhad never
been nore than | ukewarm at best, with hot flashes around the holidays. In
Tassel she was able to adopt Anderson's homenade and apocal yptic brand of
Congregationali smw thout a qualm

But Maryann's special distinction was not her conversion from papistry:
it was the new skill she had brought to Tassel. Once, al nbst by chance, she
had taken a night course in basket-weaving at the CYO. Sonething in Maryann
somet hing quite fundanental, had responded to the sinplicities of that ancient
craft. She experimented with the thicker rushes and with swanp grasses, and
when the shortages began, Maryann went out on her own and began stripping the
snoot h green boles of the Plants and shredding their great |eaves into raffia.
Right to the end, to that day when the Government trucks failed to show up in
the city for the norning dole, she went on maki ng her baskets and bonnets and
sandal s and wel cone mats. People thought it silly, and Maryann herself
considered it a weakness. That it was the one thing that the poor nouse had
ever done well or found nore than passing satisfaction in escaped their
attention and hers.

In Tassel, Maryann's |ight was no | onger hidden, as it were, beneath a
bushel . Her basketry quite transformed the village's way of life. After the
fatal sumer when the Plants invaded the fields, the villagers (the five
hundred who were left) had picked up as many pieces as they could carry and
took thensel ves to the shore of Lake Superior, a few mles away down
Gooseberry River. The | ake had been receding at a prodigious rate, and in
several areas the water was two or three nmles fromthe old, rock-strewn shore
line. Wherever the water retreated, the thirsty seedlings sprang up, sank
roots, and the process accel erat ed.

That fall and through the winter, the survivors (their nunber, like the
| ake, was al ways shrinking) worked at clearing as |arge an area as they could
hope realistically to maintain for their own fields the next year. Then they
began to sink their own roots. There was little tinmber but what they could
scavenge fromthe old town. The wood of the Plant was | ess substantial than
bal sam and nost of the trees native to the area had already rotted. The
villagers had the clay but not the skill to make brick, and quarrying was out
of the question. So they spent the winter in a great grass hut, whose walls
and roof were woven under Maryann's supervision. It had been a cold, niserable
November, but a person could keep his fingers warm weavi ng. There was a week
i n Decenber when the panels of the conmonroom were bl own hal fway back to the
old village. But by January they had | earned to make a weave that was proof
agai nst the worst blizzard, and by February the conmonroom was downri ght cozy.
It even had a wel come mat at each of the doors.

No one had ever regretted admtting the clever nmouse to the village.
Except, occasionally, the nmouse's husband.

"Why isn't there any dinner?" he asked.

"I was all day with Lady. She's awful upset about Jimm e Lee. Jinm e was
her favorite, you know Your father didn't help nuch either. He talked all the
ti me about the Resurrection of the Body. He nust know by now she doesn't
beli eve the same as he does."

"A person has to eat just the sane.”

"I"'mfixing it, Buddy. As fast as | can. Buddy, there's sonething--"

"Father's feeling better then?"



"--1 wanted to tell you. | never know how your father is feeling. He's
acting the same as ever. He never |loses control. Neil's going to be whipped
toni ght--1 suppose you heard about that?"

"Serves himright. If he'd fixed the gate shut, that whole thing
woul dn't have happened.”

"What whol e thing, Buddy? How can a person be burnt to ashes |ike that
in the mddle of the forest? How can that be?"

"You've got ne. It doesn't seem possible. And those cows and Studs,
besi des. Seven tons of beef turned to ash in less than ten mnutes.”

"Was it |ightning?"

"Not unless it was the lightning of the Good Lord. | suspect it's
mar auders. They' ve invented sone new ki nd of weapon.™

"But why would they want to kill cows? They'd want to steal cows--and
kill people."

"Maryann, _|_ don't know what happened. Don't ask any nore questions."

"There was sonething I wanted to tell you."

"Maryann!"

@ umy, she went back to stirring the suppawn in the earthenware pot
that nestled in the hot enbers; to the side, wapped in cornhusks, were three
sunfish that Jimm e Lee had caught that norning at the | ake shore.

From now on, with neither mlk nor butter to add to the corn neal,
they'd have to settle for mush, with an occasi onal egg whipped in it. One of
the nice things about being married to an Anderson had al ways been the extra
food. The meat especially. Maryann hadn't questioned too closely where it al
cane from she just took what Lady, Anderson's wife, offered her

~Well _, she thought, _there are still hogs and chi ckens and a | ake ful
of fish. The world hasn't cone to an end_. Maybe the hunters could bring in
enough after the harvest to nake up for the Herefords. A couple of years ago,
t he hunting had been so good that there'd been tal k of turning nonad and
followi ng the ganme, like the Indians used to. Then the deer started falling
of f. There was a winter of wolves and bears, and then it was just like old
times. Except for the rabbits. Rabbits could eat the bark off the Plants.
Rabbits were cute, the way they wi ggled their noses. She smled, thinking
about the rabbits. "Buddy," she said, "there's something | should talk to you
about . "

Maryann was tal ki ng about sonet hi ng, which was al nbst an event in
itself, but Buddy's mind, after a day like this, didn't seemto focus on
things very well. He was thinking of Greta again: the curve of her neck when
she'd thrown her head back out on the church steps. The slight protuberance of
her Adam s apple. And her lips. Sonehow she still had Iipstick. Had she worn
it just for hinP

"What'd you say?" he asked Maryann.

"Not hi ng. Ch, just nothing."

Buddy had al ways thought that Maryann woul d have nade the ideal wife for
Nei|l. She had the same chin, the same |ack of hunmor, the sane stolid
i ndustriousness. They both had front teeth like a rabbit's or a rat's. Neil
who was abject before Geta, would not have found fault with Maryann's
passivity. Wth Maryann in bed, Buddy was al ways reni nded of tenth-grade gym
class, when M. O sen had had themdo fifty pushups every day. But apparently
t hat aspect of things didn't nmean so much to Neil

It had been a shock to cone back and find Geta Pastern married to his
hal f - br ot her. Sonmehow he'd been counting on finding her waiting for him She'd
been so large a part of the Tassel he'd | eft behind.

It had been a touchy situation all around, those first weeks. Buddy and
Greta had been anything but secretive during Buddy's |ast year in Tassel
Their carryings-on were discussed in every bar and over every back fence in
town. Geta, the pastor's only child, and Buddy, the eldest son of the
richest--and nost righteous--farner in the township, in all Lake County. So it



was conmmon know edge that Greta was a hand-ne-down in the Anderson family, and
a conmmon expectation that sonething bad woul d come of it.

But the prodigal who had returned to Tassel was not the sane as the
prodi gal who had left. In the meantime he had starved a third of his weight
away, worked on the Governnent's pressed-|abor crews, and butchered his way to
Tassel from M nneapolis, joining the human wol f packs or fighting them as the
occasion offered. By the tinme he got to Tassel, he was nuch nore interested in
saving his own hide than in getting under Geta' s skirts.

So, besides being a humanitarian gesture, it had been prudent to marry
Maryann. Buddy as a husband seemed nuch less likely to breach the village
peace than Buddy as a bachel or, and he could pass Greta on the street w thout
causing a storm of specul ati on.

" Buddy?"

"Tell it to ne later!"

"The suppawn's ready. That's all."

_Such a ninny_, he thought. But a passable cook. Better, |eastways, than
Geta, and that was a consol ation.

He shovel ed the steaming, yellow porridge into his nouth, nodding to
Maryann that he was satisfied. She watched himput down two bow s of the
suppawn and the three fish, then she ate what was left.

111 tell himnow, while he's in a good nood_, she thought. But before
she could get a word in, Buddy was up off the mat on the fl oor of the tent and
headi ng out si de.

"I't nust be about tine for the whipping," he said.

"I don't want to see it. It nakes me sick."

"Not hi ng says a woman has to go." And with half a smile to cheer her up
he was out of the tent. Even if he had been squeani sh (which he wasn't), he
woul d have had to be there, as did every male in the village over seven years
ol d. A good whipping could instill alnmst as nuch fear of the Lord in the
hearts of beholders as in the single heart about which the I ash curl ed.

In the square before the conmmnhouse, Neil was already strung up to the
whi ppi ng post. Hi s back was bare. Buddy was one of the last to arrive.

Anderson, with the whip in his hand, stood spraddl e | egged in readi ness.
These was just a bit too nuch stiffness in his stance.. Buddy knew that it
nmust be costing the old man to carry on as though this were no nore than an
ordinary fiasco, a matter of some twenty | ashes.

When Anderson had to whip Buddy or Neil, he neted out the pain
inmpartially--no nore and no |l ess than he woul d have dol ed out to anyone el se
for the same offense. Hi s touch was as precise as a netronome. But tonight,
after the third stroke, his knees collapsed and he fell to the ground.

There was a gasp fromthe circle of spectators, then Anderson was on his
feet again. The color had run out of his face, and, giving the whip to Buddy,
hi s hand trenbl ed.

"You continue," he conmanded.

If the old man had handed him his Python--or a scepter--Buddy coul dn't
have been any nore taken aback

Maryann heard it all frominside the tent, while she licked the pot.
When there was a pause after the third stroke, she hoped that m ght be the
end. She understood of course that these things had to be done, but that
didn't nean she had to like it. It wasn't good nanners to enjoy soneone el se
being hurt, even if you didn't like them

The whi ppi ng started agai n.

She wi shed Buddy had | eft her nore food. And now, with the Guernseys al
dead, there'd be no nore mlKk!

She tried to think of what she woul d say when he got hone. She decided
on "Darling, we are going to have a bundle of joy."

It was such a nice expression. She had heard it first in a novie a |ong
time ago. Eddi e Fisher and Debbi e Reynol ds had been the stars.

For _his_ sake, she hoped it was a boy, and she fell asleep wondering
what his nane should be. Patrick, for his grandfather? O Lawence? She had



al ways | oved that nane, for some reason. Joseph was a good nane too
Buddy? She wondered if there was a Saint Buddy. She had never heard of
one. Perhaps he was a Congregationalist saint.

FOUR Good-bye, Western Civilization

On 22 August 1979, as per instructions of 4 July 1979, preparations were
begun for the incineration of the artifact shown in the maps as
"Dul ut h- Superior." Meteorological conditions were ideal: for 17 da-vs there
had been no rain, scarcely a danmpness in the nornings. "Dul uth-Superior" was
quartered, and each of these Quarters was divided into three Sections, as
shown in the acconpanyi ng phot ographs, taken fromelevation 133 kns. Action
began at 20.34 hours, 23 August 1979.

This artifact was constructed upon numerous | ow nmounds of natura
formati on, topographically akin to the artifact "San Francisco." Here,
however, the nmmjor construction el ement was wood, which burns quickly. Firing
began in the | owest areas of each Section, and the natural updraft of air
acconpl i shed al nbst as nuch as the firing devices.

Wth the exceptions of Sections I1-3 and II1-1 near the old | akeshore
(here for some reason, the elements of the artifact were | arger and
constructed of stone and brick instead of wood), conplete incineration was
achieved in 3.64 hours. Wen the work in each Quarter had been acconplished to
sati sfaction, the equi pnment of that Quarter was transferred to Sections 11-3
and I11-1, and these Sections were incinerated by 01.12 hours, 24 August 1979.

There were Iwo nmechanical failures in Section |V-3. Appraisal of damages
has been sent to the Ofice of Supplies, and a carbon of that appraisal is
encl osed herewi th.

Mamal s dwel ling in the periphery of Quarters I, 11, and IV escaped into
t he adj acent fields due to the insufficiency of equipnment and the openness of
the terrain. Current estinmates are from 200 to 340 of the | arge mammal s,
constructors of the artifacts, and from 15,000 to 24,000 of the small mamal s,
within established limts of probable error.

Al'l wood-burrowi ng i nsects were eradicated.

Oper ations have been begun to trace the escaped manmal s and ot her
manmmal s |iving beyond the limts of "Duluth-Superior,"” but equipnent is
l[imted. (Consult Requisition Form80Q B: 15 August 1979; 15 May 1979; 15
February 1979.)

Fol | owi ng incineration, ash was |leveled into the concavities of the
artifact, and seeding operations were begun 27 August 1979.

Based on the results of sanples taken from 12 May 1979 to 4 July 1979,
this unit then renpoved to follow a route al ong the southern shore of "Lake
Superior." (Consult map of "Wsconsin State.") Sanpling had indicated that
this area was nost densely popul ated with indi genous manmal s.

The obsol ete Spheroid Mbdel 37-My will be enployed for this operation
due to the shortages of Mdels 39-My and 45-Mh. Despite their bul ki ness, these
nodel s are adequate for the exterm nation of such mamualian life as they are
likely to encounter. Indeed, their thermotropic mechani sns are nore highly
devel oped than those of the |later nodels. However, in exceptiona
ci rcunst ances the operation of Mdel 37-My cannot, w thout undue del ay, be
assuned by the Central Intelligence Bank of this Unit.

The further process of incineration is expected to proceed |less rapidly
now that this, the last of the chief artifacts, has been | evel ed and sown. The
remaining artifacts are small and wi dely spaced. Though our sample has shown
that nost of these are no |onger inhabited, we will, pursuant to instructions
of 4 July 1979, effect their entire incineration



Esti mated conpl etion of project: 2 February 1980.

"What do you make of it, ny dear?" he asked.

"It's very beautiful," she said. "And did you do it just for ne?"

"Sweet heart, as far as |'mconcerned, you're the only girl in the
world."
Jackie smiled, her bittersweet smle, the one she reserved for hopel ess
di sasters. She cl osed her eyes, not to shut out the scene, but because they
were very tired, and shook the ash from her short, curling black hair.

Jeremiah Oville closed her in his arnms. It wasn't chilly, but it seened
the right thing to do just then--a traditional gesture, like taking off one's
hat at a funeral. Calmy, he watched the city burn

Jacki e was rubbi ng her bobbed nose in the scratchy wool of his sweater.
"I never really liked that city anyhow," she said.

"I't kept us alive."

"OfF course, Jerry. | didn't nean to be ungrateful. | just neant--"

"I understand. That's just nmy well known sentinmentality getting out of
hand again."

Despite the heat and his enclosing arms, she shivered. "W'll die now
We'll die for sure."

"Chin up, Mss VWythe! Tally-ho! Renmenber the Titanic!"

She | aughed. "I feel like Carmen, in the opera, when she turns up the
Queen of Spades." She hummed the Fate thenme, and when the last note proved too
| ow, she munbl ed: "In an amateur production.”

"I't's no wonder one feels depressed, with the world burning up about
one," he said in his best David-N ven manner. Then, in an authentic M dwestern
accent: "Hey, |ook! There goes the Alworth Building!"

She turned around qui ckly, and her dark eyes danced in the light of the
pyre. The Alworth Building was the tallest in Duluth. It burned nagnificently.
The whol e downtown area was in flames now. To the left of the Alworth
Bui l ding, the First American National Bank, after a late start, flared up even
nore splendidly due to its greater bulk.

"Qoowh, " Jacki e shouted. "Wheee!"

They had lived these last years in the safe-deposit vault in the
baserment of the First American National Bank. Their precious store of

scavenged cans and jars was still |locked in the safe deposit boxes, and the
canary was probably in his cage in the corner. It had been a very cozy hone,
t hough there were few visitors and they had had to kill nost of those. Such

luck couldn't last forever

Jackie was crying real tears.

"Sad?" he asked.

"Ch, not sad . . . just alittle déracinée. And annoyed with nyself,
because | don't understand it." She snuffled loudly, and the tears were al
gone. "It's so horribly like what they used to call an Act of God. As though
God were the source of everything unreasonable. | Iike to know the reason for
things." Then, after a pause: "Perhaps it was the termites?"

"The termites!" He | ooked at her unbelievingly, and her cheek began to
show its tell-tale dinple. She was pulling his I eg. They broke out |aughing
t oget her.

In the distance, the Alworth Buil ding coll apsed. Beyond, in the dry
harbor, a ship lay on its side and squirted flames out of its portholes.

Here and there, scuttling about the rubble, the incendiary mechani sms
could be glinpsed attending their business. At this renove they seened really
qui te innocuous. They remni nded Jackie of nothing so nuch as of Vol kswagens of
the early Fifties, when all Vol kswagens seened to be gray. They were diligent,
tidy, and quick.

"We should be getting on our way,'
subur bs soon. "

he said. "They'll be nopping up the



"Well, good-bye, Western Civilization," Jackie said, waving at the
bright inferno, unafraid. For how can one be afraid of Vol kswagens?

They coasted- their bicycles along the Skyline Parkway from which they
had viewed the burning city. Wen the Parkway went up hill, they had to wal k
t he bicycles, because the chain on Orville's was broken

The Par kway, unni ended for years, was full of potholes and cluttered
with debris. Coming down fromAmty Park, they were in the dark, for the hill
cut off the light of the fire. They went slowy with their handbrakes on

At the bottomof the hill, a clear womanly voi ce addressed them out of
t he darkness: _Stop!_ They junped off the bicycles and spread thenselves fl at
on the ground. They had practiced this many times. Oville pulled out his
pi stol.

The wonman stepped into view, her arms over her head, hands enpty. She
was quite old--that is to say, sixty or nore--and defiantly innocent in
manner. She came nuch too cl ose.

"She's a decoy, " Jacki e whi spered.

That nmuch was obvi ous, but where the others were Oville could not tell
Trees, houses, hedges, stalled cars stood all about. Each woul d have been an
adequate cover. It was dark. The air was snoky. He had lost, for the while,
his night vision by watching the fire. Determining to make a show of equa
i nnocence, he rehol stered his gun and stood up

He of fered his hand to the woman to shake. She smled, but did not
approach that near.

"I wouldn't go over that next rise, ny dears. There's sone kind of
machi ne on the other side. Sone sort of flamethrower, | think. If you like,
"Il show you a better way to go."

"What does it look like, this machine?"

"None of us have seen it. W've just seen the people who got crisped
when they got to the top of the bill. Shocking."

It was not inmnpossible nor even unlikely; it was equally possible and
likely that he was being led into a trap. "One nmonment," he told the woman. He
signaled to Jackie to stay where she was and wal ked up the gentle slope of the
hill. He scanned the debris that the years had heaped there and sel ected a
strip of lathing that nust have dropped froma |oad of firewood. Hal fway up
the hill he stopped behind one of the Plants that had broken through the
asphalt. He hurled the stick of lathing over the crest of the bill

Before it reached the top of its arc it flared into flame, and before it
fell out of sight, the flame was dead. The wood had been utterly consuned.

"You're right," he said, returning to the woman. "And we thank you."

Jackie rose to her feet. "W don't have any food," she announced, |ess
to the old woman than to those she supposed were surrounding them The habit
of distrust was too strong to break in an instant.

"Don't worry, ny dears, you've passed your first test, such as it is. As
far as we're concerned, you' ve shown your nettle. If you only knew how nany

people walk right on up. . . ." She sighed. "My nane's Alice Nenerov, R N
Call me Alice." Then, alnmpst as an afterthought: "The letters nmean |I'ma
nurse, you know. If you get sick, |I can tell you the name of what you've got.

Even help a little, sonetines."
"My nanme's Jeremiah Orville, M5. Call me Oville. My letters nean I'ma

m ni ng engineer. |If you have any mines, |1'll be happy to | ook at them™
"And you, ny dear?"
"Jacki e Janice Wythe. No letters. I'man actress, for the | ove of Cod!

I have thin hands, so | used to do a |lot of soap comercials. But | can shoot,
and | don't have any scruples that | know of."

"Spl endi d! Now cone al ong and neet the other wolves. There are enough of
us to make a tidy pack. Johnny! Ned! Christiel Al of you!" Shards of shadows
di sengaged thensel ves fromthe static darkness and cane forward.

Jacki e hugged Orville about the waist delightedly. She pulled at his



ear, and he bent down for her to whisper init. "W're going to survive after
all! Isn't that wonderful ?"

It was nore than they had expected.

Al his life he had hoped, had Jeremiah Orville, for better things. He
had hoped when he started coll ege to becone a research scientist. Instead he
had drifted into a confortable job with nore security (it had seemed) than San
Quentin. He had hoped to | eave his job and Duluth as soon as he had saved
$10, 000, but before the fabled sum or even half of it, was put together, he
was married and the owner of a nice suburban hone ($3,000 down, ten years to
pay the bal ance). He had hoped for a happy marriage, but by then (he nmarried
| ate, at age 30) he had | earned not to hope too hard. By 1972, when the Plants
canme, he was at the point of transferring all these choice hopes to the
sl ender shoul ders of his four-year-old son. But little Nolan proved unable to
support even the burden of his own existence during the first famne that hit
the cities, and Therese lasted only a nonth or two |onger. He heard of her
death by chance the followi ng year: shortly before she had died he had
deserted her.

Li ke everyone else, Oville pretended to hate the invasion (in the
cities it was never considered anything but that), but secretly he relished
it, he gloried init, he wanted nothing el se. Before the invasion, Oville had
been standing on the threshold of a gray, paunchy mddle age, and suddenly a
new life--life itselfl--had been thrust upon him He (and anyone el se who
survived) learned to be as unscrupul ous as the heroes in the pul p adventure
magazi nes he'd read as a boy--sonetinmes, as unscrupul ous as the viliains.

The worl d might die about him No matter: he was alive again.

There had been the intoxication, while it |asted, of power. Not the
cool, gloved power of wealth that had rul ed before, but a newer (or an ol der)
ki nd of power that cane from having the strength to perpetuate extrene
i nequity. Put nmore bluntly, he had worked for the Governnent. First, as a
foreman over pressed-labor gangs; later (within only a few nonths, for the
pace of events was speeding up), as the director of the city's entire |abor
operation. At times he wondered what difference there was between hinsel f and,
say, an Eichmann, but he didn't let his speculations interfere with his work.

In fact it was this, the strength of his imagination, that |let himsee
the untenability of the Governnent's position and nmake suitable preparations
for its collapse. The farners could not be driven much further. They had the
habit of independence and resented the parasitismof the cities. They woul d
revolt and keep their little food to thenselves. Wthout rations, the slaves
inthe city (for, of course, that's what they were--slaves) would either
revolt or die. In any case, they would die. So (after suitable bureaucratic
fictions and a few bribes had had the buil ding condemmed), Oville had
provisioned his fortress in the basenment of the First American National Bank
and retired fromhis life of public service.

There had even been a romance, and it had progressed (unlike his
marriage) exactly as a romance should progress: a strongly contested
courtship, extravagant declarations, fevers, jealousies, triunphs--oh
unceasi ng triunmphs, and always the aphrodisiac of nortal danger that suffused
the alleys and | ooted stores of the dying city.

Three years he had been with Jackie Wwythe, and it seemed no nore than a
hol i day weekend.

If it were true for him would it not be true for the other survivors as
well? Did they not all feel this clandestine gladness in their hearts, |ike
adul terers together secretly in a strange town? It nust be so, he thought. It
nust be so.

Past the Brighton Beach Tourist Canp, the Plants grew denser and the
urban sprawl thinned. The fortuitously met little group had cone to the
wi | derness, where they m ght be safe. As they noved northeast on Route 61, the
dimlight of the burning city faded behind them and the dimer |ight of the



stars was blotted out by foliage. They advanced into perfect darkness.

They noved rapidly, however, for though the Plants had broken through
the road wherever they wi shed, they had not obliterated it. It was not as
t hough the hurrying band had to fight its way through one of the old scrub
woods that had once grown around here: no branches tore at one's face; no
brambl es snagged one's feet. There were not e.ven nosquitoes, for the Plants
had drained all the marshes roundabout. The only obstructi ons were occasi ona
pot hol es, and sonetimes, where the Plants had broken the asphalt sufficiently
to give headway to erosion, a gulley.

Oville and the others foll owed the highway until norning gl owed grayly
t hrough the eastern mass of forest, then turned toward the light, toward the
| ake, which had once been visible to the cars driving along this road. It
seened dangerous to follow Route 61 any farther, as though it were an
extension of the city and subject to the city's fate. Then, too, they were
thirsty. If luck was with them they m ght even get fish fromthe | ake.

The route had been forced on them by circunstances. It would have been
wiser, with the winter in view, to nove south, but that woul d have neant
circling the burning city, a chance in no way worth taking. There was no water
to the west, and to the east there was too nmuch. Lake Superior, though
di m ni shed, was still an effective barrier. Perhaps one of the | akeshore
vill ages woul d have mmi ntai ned serviceabl e boats, in which case they m ght
turn pirate, as that fleet of tugboats had done three years before when Dul uth
Harbor ran dry. But the best probable direction was to continue northeast
al ong the shore of the lake, looting the farms and villages. Wrry about
wi nter when w nter cane.

Lake Superior teemed with sunfish. Cooked over a driftwood fire, they
were good even without salt. Afterward the group discussed, with sone attenpt
at optimism their plight and prospects. There was not nuch to decide: the
situation dictated its own terns. The gathering was in fact |ess a discussion
than a contest anong the sixteen nen to see who woul d assune | eadership. Their
band had been formed at hazard. Except for the couples, they did not know each
other. (There had been little social life those |ast years; the only conmmunity
that had survived in the cities had been the pack, and if any of these nmen had
been in a pack before, he wasn't tal king about it now. ) None of the contenders
for | eadership seemed willing to discuss the details of his own survival. Such
reti cence was natural and becom ng: at |east they had not become so brutalized
as to exult in their depravity and brag of their guilt. They had done what
they had to, but they were not necessarily proud of it.

Alice Nenerov rescued themfromthis awkwardness by narrating her own
story, which was singularly free of unpleasantnesses, considering. Fromthe
very first days of the fam ne she had stayed at the main hospital, living in
the isolation ward. The hospital personnel had traded on its skills and
medi cal supplies and gotten through even the worst tines--except, apparently,
for that last worst tine of all. The survivors were nostly nurses and interns;
the doctors had retired to their country houses when, after the failure of the
Government, anarchy and fani ne had governed the city. In the last years, Alice
Nerrer ov had gone about the city, arnored in innocence and the certain
know edge that her skills would be a passport anmong even the neanest
survivors, secure also in the know edge that she had passed quite beyond the
poi nt where she need worry about rape. Thus, she had come to know many of her
fell ow refugees, and she effected their introductions with aplonb and tact.
She told too of other survivors and the curious expedi ents by which they bad
saved thensel ves from starvation

"Rat s?" Jacki e asked, trying not to seem overdelicate in her disgust.

"Ch yes, ny dear, lots of us tried that. I'Il admt it was highly
unpl easant." Several of her listeners shook their heads in agreenent.

"And there were canni bals, too, but they were poor guilty souls, not at
all what you'd think a cannibal would be |ike. They were always pathetically
eager to talk, for all of themlived quite alone. Fortunately, | never cane
across one when be was hungry, or ny feeling mght be different."



As the sun nounted to noonday, weariness and sheer contiguity nade the
others drop their guards and speak of their own pasts. Oville realized for
the first time that he was not quite the nonster of iniquity that he had
somet i nes thought hinself. Even when he reveal ed that he had been a foreman on
t he Government | abor crews, his hearers did not seemoutraged or hostile,

t hough several of them had been inpressed for labor in their tine. The

i nvasion had turned everyone into relativists: as tolerant of each others
ways, and nmeans, as if they were del egates at a convention of cultura

ant hr opol ogi st s.

It was hot, and they needed sl eep. The breaki ng down of the barriers of
solitude had tired their spirits almost as nmuch as the march had tired their
bodi es.

The band did post sentinels, but one of them nmust have slept. The
opportunity for resistance was al ready past before it was realized.

The farmers--their bones as ill-clothed with flesh as that flesh with
tattered deni m-outnunbered themthree to one, and the farnmers had been able,
whil e the wol ves slept (lanbs, mght not one better say?) to confiscate nost
of the weapons and prevent the use of the rest.

Wth one exception: Christie, whom Orville had thought he mght growto
i ke, had nmanaged to shoot one farner, an old man, in the head. Christie was
garr ot ed.

Everyt hi ng happened very quickly, but not too quickly for Jackie to give
Oville a last kiss. Wien she was pulled away fromhim roughly, by a younger
farmer who seened better fleshed-out than the majority, she was smiling the
special, bittersweet smle which was reserved for just such occasions as this.

Fl VE: Bl ood Rel ati ons

Lady tucked Bl ossominto bed that night just as though she were stil
her little girl. She was only thirteen after all. Qutside the men were stil
going at it. It was a terrible thing. If only she could shut her ears to it.

"I wish they didn't have to do that, Mdther," Bl ossom whi spered.

"It's necessary, darling--a necessary evil. Those people woul dn't have
hesitated to kill us. Are you warm under that thin blanket?"

"But why don't we just bury then"

"Your father knows best, Blossom |'msure it distresses himto have to

do this. | remenber that your brother Buddy--" Lady always referred to her
stepson as Blossonis and Neil's brother, but she could never forget that this
was a half-truth at best and she stunbled over the word. "--that he once felt
t he same as you."

" He_ wasn't there tonight. | asked Maryann. She said he'd gone out to
the west field."

"To guard agai nst the other marauders who may come." The steady rasping
noi se outside penetrated the |ight weave of the sumrer walls and hung in the
air. Lady brushed back a strand of gray hair and conmposed her features to

sonmething like sternness. "I have work to do now, darling."
"Wuld you | eave the |ight?"
Bl ossom knew better than to bumoil to no purpose-- even this oil, which

had been extracted fromthe Plant. She was only seeing how far she coul d go.
"Yes," Lady conceded (for it was not just any night), "but keep it very low"

Before she lowered the curtain that partitioned Bl ossoms bed fromthe
rest of the commonroom she asked if Bl ossom had said her prayers.

"Ch, _Mother! "

Lady |l owered the curtain wthout either condoning or reproaching her
daught er' s anbi guous protest. Her husband, certainly, would have seen it as an
i mpi ety--and puni shabl e.

Lady could not help being pleased that Bl ossom was not _So_



i npressionable (and if the girl had a fault, it was that) to be led too
fervently or too fearfully to adopt her father's fierce, unreasoning
Calvinism |f one had to behave like an infidel, Lady believed, it was sheer
hypocri sy to pass oneself off as a Christian. |ndeed, she very nmuch doubted
whet her the god to whom her husband prayed existed. If be did, why pray to

hi n? He had made Hi s choice some eons ago. He was |like the old Aztec gods who
had demanded bl ood sacrifice on their stone altars. A jeal ous, vengeful god; a
god for primtives; a bloody god. Wat was the scripture Anderson had chosen

| ast Sunday? One of the nminor prophets. Lady shuffled through the pages of her
husband's great Bible. There it was, in Nahum "God is jealous, and the Lord
revengeth; the Lord revengeth, and is furious; the Lord will take vengeance on
hi s adversaries, and he reserveth wath for his enemes." Ah, that was God al
over!

When the curtain was down, Blossomcraw ed out of bed and obediently
said her prayers. Gradually the rote fornmul as gave way to her own
requests--first, for inpersonal benefactions (that the harvest be good, that
t he next marauders be |uckier and escape), then for nore delicate favors (that
her hair mght grow faster so that she could set it in curls again, that her
breasts would fill out just a little nore, though they were already quite ful
for her age--for which she gave thanks). At last, snuggling back in bed, these
formal requests gave way to nere wi shful thinking, and she |onged for the
t hi ngs which were no | onger or which were yet to be.

When she fell asleep, the machinery outside was still grinding on

A noi se woke her, something woke her. There was still a little Iight
fromthe lanmp. "What is it?" she asked sleepily.

Her brother Neil was standing at the foot of her bed. H s face was
strangely vacant. Hi s nouth was open: his chin hung slack. He seened to see
her, but she could not interpret the expression in his eyes.

"What is it?" she asked again, nore sharply.

He did not reply. He did not nove. He was wearing the pants he bad worn
all that day and there was bl ood on them

"Go away, Neil. What did you want to wake ne up for?"

H s |ips nmoved, as though in sleep, and his right hand made severa
gestures, enphasizing the unspoken words of his dream Bl ossom pulled her thin
cover up to her chin and sat up in bed. She screamed, having only neant to
tell himto go away a little | ouder, so he would hear her

Lady slept lightly, and Bl ossomdid not have to scream nore than once.
"Are you having nightmares, ny--Neil! Wat are you doing here? Neil ?"

"He won't say anything, Mdther. He just stands there and he won't answer
ne."

Lady grabbed her ol dest son--now that Jimrme was dead, her _only_
son--by the shoul der and shook hi mroughly. The right hand made nore enphatic
gestures, but the eyes seened to stare less raptly now "Huh?" he nunbl ed.

"Neil, you go to Greta now, do you hear? Geta is waiting for you."

" Huh?"

"You' ve been sl eepwal ki ng--or somet hing. Now get along." She had al ready
pull ed himaway fromthe bed and let the curtain drop, veiling Blossom She
was a few nmore minutes seeing Neil out the door, then she returned to the
trenmbl i ng Bl ossom

"What did he want? Way did ho--"

"He's been upset by the things that happened toni ght, darling. Everyone
i s nervous. Your father went out wal king and he isn't back yet. It's only
nerves."

"But why did he--"

"Who knows why we do the things we do in our dreanms? Now, you'd better
get to sleep again. Have your own dreans. And tonorrow-"

"But | don't understand."

"Let's hope Neil doesn't either, love. And tonorrow, not a word of this



to your father, do you understand? Your father's been upset lately, and it's
best that we keep it a secret. Just the two of us. Do you prom se?"

Bl ossom nodded. Lady tucked her into bed. Then she went back to her own
bed and waited for her husband to return. She waited till dawn, and all the
whi | e, outside, the sausage machine kept up its dreary rasping song.

Waki ng was pai n. Consci ousness was consci ousness of pain. Myvenent was
painful . It was painful to breathe.

Eddyi ng in and out of the pain were figures of wonen-- an old wonan, a
girl, a beautiful wonman, and a very old woman. The beautiful wonman was Jacki e,
and since Jackie was dead he knew he was hal |l ucinati ng. The very old wonman was
the nurse, Alice Nenerov, R N Wen she came it was nore painful, so he knew
she nmust be real. She noved his arms and, worse, his leg. _Stop that_, he
t hought. Sonetimes he woul d scream He hated her because she was alive, or
because she was causing his pain. He was alive too, it seemed. O herw se,
woul d he feel this pain? O was it the pain that kept himalive? Ch, stop it.
Sonetimes he could sleep. That was best.

Ah, Jackie! Jackie! Jacki e!

Soon it was nore painful to think than anything el se, even than having
his leg noved. He was no nore able to stop or dinminish this pain than those
that had preceded it. He lay there, while the three wonen cane and went--the
old woman, the girl and the very ol d woman- -t hi nki ng.

The girl talked to him

"Hello," she said, "how are you feeling today? Can you eat this? You
can't eat anything if you won't open your nouth. Wn't you open your nouth?
Just a little? Like that--that's fine. Your name's Orville, isn't it? My
nane's Blossom Alice told us all about you. You're a mning engineer. |t rmnust

be very interesting. |I've been in a cave, but |'ve never seen a mne. Unless
you call the iron pits mnes. They're just holes, though. Open a little wider
that's better. In fact, that's why Daddy--" She stopped. "I shouldn't talk so

much t hough. \Wen you're better, we can have |long talks."
"That's why what ?" he asked. It was nore painful to talk than to eat.

"That's why Daddy said to . . . said not to . . . | nean, both you and
M ss Nenerov are alive, but we had to . "
"KL

"Yes, we had to, all the rest.”

"The woren too?"

"But you see, we had to. Daddy explains it better than | do, but if we
didn't do that, then the others would come back, a lot of themtogether, and
they're very hungry, and we don't have enough food, even for ourselves. The
winter is so cold. You can understand that, can't you?"

He didn't say anything nore for some days.

It was as though, all that time, he had lived only for Jackie, and with
her gone he no longer had any need to live. He was drained of desire for
anyt hi ng but sl eep. Wen she had been alive, he had not known that she had
meant so rmuch to him that anything could. He had never plunbed the neasure of
his love. He should have died with her; he had tried to. Only the pain of
menory coul d ease the pain of regret, and nothing could ease the pain of
nenory.

He wanted to die. He told this to Alice Nenerov, R N

"Wat ch your tongue," she counseled, "or they' Il oblige you. They don't
trust the two of us. We shouldn't even talk together, or they'll think we're
plotting. And you'd better try and get well again. Eat nore. They don't I|ike
you | aying around not working. You understand what saved your life, don't you?
| did. You're a damm fool to let them break your leg for you. Wiy wouldn't you



tal k? They only wanted to know your occupation?"

"Jacki e, was she--"

"It wasn't any different for her than for the rest. You saw the
machi nes. But you've got to get your mnd off her. You--you' re lucky to be
alive. Period."

"The girl who feeds nme--who is she?"

"Anderson's daughter. He's the one in charge here. The wiry old man with
t he constipated | ook. Watch out for him And his son, the big one, Neil. He's
wor se. "

"I remenber himfromthat night. | renenber his eyes.”

"But most of the people here aren't any different fromyou and ne.
Except they're organi zed. They're not bad people. They only do what they have
to. Lady, for instance, Blossomis mother, is a fine woman. | have to go now
Eat nore."

"Can't you eat nore than that?" Bl ossom scol ded. "You have to get your
strength back."

He pi cked up the spoon agai n.

"That's better." She smiled. There was a deep dinple in her freckled
cheek when she smiled. Gtherwise, it was a conmonpl ace snile

"What is this place? Does just your famly live here?"

"It's the commonroom W only have it for the sumrer, because Daddy's
the mayor. Later when it's cold, the whole town noves in. It's awmfully big,
bi gger than you can see from here, but even so it gets crowded. There's two
hundred and forty-six of us. Forty-eight, with you and Alice. Tonorrow do you
thi nk you can try wal ki ng? Buddy, he's my brother, ny other brother, nmade a

crutch for you. You'll |ike Buddy. Wen you're healthy again, you'll fee
better-- | mean, you'll be happier. W aren't as bad as you think. W're
Congregationalists. Wat are you?"

"“I'"'mnot . "

"Then you won't have any trouble about joining. But we don't have a rea
m ni ster, not since Reverend Pastern died. He was ny sister-in-law s
father--Greta. You' ve seen her. She's the beauty anong us. Daddy was al ways
i mportant in the church, so when the Reverend died, he just naturally took
over. He can preach a good sernon, you' d be surprised. He's actually a very
religious man."

"Your father? I'd like to hear one of those sernons."

"I know what you're thinking, M. Oville. You think because of what
happened to the others that Daddy's bad. But he's not cruel deliberately. He
only does what he has to. It was--a necessary evil--what he did. Can't you eat
nmore? Try. 1'll tell you a story about Daddy, and then you'll see that you
haven't been fair to him One day |ast sumer, at the end of June, the bul
got out and started after the cows. Jimmi e Lee--that was his youngest--went
out after them Jinm e Lee was sort of Daddy's Benjam n. He put great stock by
Jimm e Lee, though he tried not to showit to us others. Wen Daddy found
Jimm e Lee and the cows, they were all burnt up, just like they say happened
in Duluth. There wasn't even a body to carry honme, just ashes. Daddy went
al nrost out of his mind with grief. He rubbed the ashes into his face and
cried. Then he tried to behave |ike nothi ng happened. But later that night he
just broke down again, crying and sobbing, and he went off by hinself to the
grave, where he'd found him and he just sat there for two whol e days. He has
very deep feelings, but nost of the tinme he doesn't let them show "

"And Neil ? I's he the sanme way?'

"What do you nean? Neil's ny brother."

"He was the one who put the questions to nme that night. And to other
people that | knew. |Is he another one |like your father?"

"I wouldn't know about that night. | wasn't there. You ve got to rest
now. Thi nk about what | told you. And M. Oville--try and forget about that
ni ght."



There was growing in hima desire and will to survive, but unlike any
desire he had known till then, this was a cancerous growth, and the strength
it lent his body was the strength of hatred. Passionately, he desired not life
but revenge: for Jackie's death, for his own torture, for that whole horrible
ni ght .

He had never before felt much synpathy for avengers. The basic prem ses
of bl ood vengeance had al ways struck himas rather inprobable, |ike the plot
of _Il Trovatore_, so that at first he was surprised to find hinself dwelling
so exclusively on one thene: Anderson's death, Anderson's agony, Anderson's
hum | i ation

Initially his imagination was content sinply to devise deaths for the
old man; then, as his strength grew, these deaths were el aborated with
tortures, which finally displaced death entirely. Tortures could be
protracted, while death was an end.

But Oville, having hinself tasted the bitterest gall, knew that there
was a limt beyond which pain cannot be hei ghtened. He desired Anderson to
endure the sufferings of Job. He wanted to grind ashes into the man's gray
hair, to crush his spirit, to ruin him Only then would he all ow Anderson to
know that it had been he, Jeremiah Oville, who had been the agent of his
hunbl i ng.

So that when Blossomtold himthe story of how the old nan had carried
on over Jinmie Lee, he realized what he had to do. Wiy, it had been staring
himin the face!

They had wal ked all the way to the cornfield together, Blossom and
Oville. The I eg had nended, but he woul d probably always have the Iinp. Now,
at least, he could linp on his own--w thout any other crutch than Bl ossom

"And that's the corn that's going to feed us all this winter?" he asked.

"It's more than we really need. Alot of it was neant for the cows."

"l suppose you'd be out there harvesting with the rest of themif it
weren't for me." It was the custom during harvest, for the old wonen and the
younger girls to take over the village duties while the stronger wonen went
out into the fields with the nen.

"No, |I'mnot old enough.”

"Ch, cone now. You're fifteen, if you' re a day."

Bl ossom giggled. "You're just saying that. I"'mthirteen. I won't be
fourteen till January 31."

"You coul d have fooled ne. You' re very well devel oped for thirteen."

She bl ushed. "How ol d are you?" she asked.

"Thirty-five." It was a lie, but he knew he could get away with it.
Seven years ago, when he had been thirty-five, he bad | ooked ol der than he did
NOW.

"I"'myoung enough to be your daughter, M. Oville."

"On the other hand, Mss Anderson, you're _alnmpst_ old enough to be ny
wife. "

She bl ushed nore violently this tine and woul d have | eft himexcept that
he needed her for support. This was the farthest he'd wal ked on his own. They
stopped for himto rest.

Except for the harvesting, it was hard to recogni ze this as Septenber.
The Plants did not change color with the seasons: they just folded their
| eaves like unbrellas to let the snow pass to the ground. Nor was there any
hint of autumm spiciness in the air. The cold of the nornings was a
characterl ess col d.

"It's beautiful out here in the country,

"Ch yes. | think so too."

"Have you lived here all your life?"

"Yes, here or in the old town." She darted a sideways | ook at him
"You're feeling better now, aren't you?"

"Yes, it's great to be alive."

Oville said.



"I"'mglad. I'mglad you're well again." |mpul sively she caught hold of
his hand. He answered with a squeeze. She giggled with delight.
They began to run.

This, then, seemed to be the final stage of his years-long reversion to
the primtive. Oville could not imagine a nore unseemy action than the one
he i ntended, and its baseness only hei ghtened the bl oody passion that
continued to growin him H's revenge now demanded nore than Anderson, nore
than the man's entire famly. It demanded the whole community. And tinme to
savor their annihilation. He must wing every drop of agony fromthem from
each of them he nust take them gradually, to the limt of their capacity for
suffering and only then push them over the edge.

Bl ossomturned in her sleep and her hands clutched at the pillow of corn
husks. Her mouth opened and cl osed, opened and cl osed, and beads of sweat
broke out on her brow and in the dainty holl ow between her breasts. There was
a wei ghi on her chest, as though sonmeone were pressing her into the earth with
hi s heavy boots. He was going to kiss her. Wen his nmouth opened, she could
see the screw turning within. Shreds of ground neat tunbled forth. The screw
made a dreary raspi ng sound.

SI X:  Thanksgi vi ng

Gray clouds were nmassing overhead. The ground was dry, bare, gray; no
grass, no trees, only the Plants, folded for the winter |ike parasols, grew
here. The dull, autumal light would thicken at tines, and a breeze woul d pass
t hrough the park, picking up the dust. Sitting at the concrete picnic tables
on the cold benches, a person could see his own breath. Bare hands grew nunb
and stiff in the cold. Al through the park, people exercised their freezing
toes inside their shoes and w shed that Anderson would finish saying grace.

Across fromthe park stood what renai ned of the Congregationali st
Church. Anderson had not let his own people cannibalize the wood fromthe
church, but |ast wi nter marauders had stripped off the doors for firewood and
broken the windows for fun. The winds had filled the church with snow and
dust, and in the spring the oak floor had been covered with a lush green
carpet of young Plants. Fortunately it had been discovered in tinme (for the
whi ch they were to be thankful), but even so the floor would probably soon
col l apse of its own weight.

Buddy, wearing his single surviving suit, shivered as the prayer dragged
out its slow |l ength. Anderson, standing at the head of the table, was al so
wearing a suit for the occasion, but Neil, sitting on his father's |left hand
and facing Buddy, had never owned a suit. He was bundled in wool en shirts and
a deni mjacket, enviably snug.

It was the custom of the townspeople, |ike expatriates who return hone
on brief visits to establish their |legal residence, to celebrate all festive
occasi ons except Christnas here in the old town park. Like so many of the
unpl easant and di sheartening things they had to do, it was necessary for their
nor al e.

Ander son, having at |length established the principle that God Al m ghty
was responsible for their mani fold bl essings, began to enunerate them The
nost salient of these blessings was never directly referred to--that, after
seven and a half years, they were all still alive (all of themthat were),
while so many others, the great najority, were dead. Anderson, however, dwelt
on nore peripheral blessings, local to that year: the abundance of the
harvest, Gracie's continued health in her tenth nonth with calf (not referring



to associated | osses), the two recent litters of pigs, and such gane as the
hunters had come home with. Unfortunately, this had been little (one deer and
several rabbits), and a surly, scolding note crept into the prayer. Anderson
soon rallied and came to a graceful close, thanking his Creator of the wealth
of his great Creation and his Savior for the prom se of Sal vation

Oville was the first to respond. H's _anmen_ was reverent and at the
same time manly. Neil nunbled something with the rest of them and reached for
the jug of whiskey (they called it whiskey), which was still three-quarters
full.

Lady and Bl ossom who sat together at the end of the table nearest the
brick barbecue, began serving the soup. It was faintly rem niscent of rabbit
and poorly seasoned with weeds fromthe | ake.

"Dig in!'" she said cheerily. "There's plenty nore comng."

What el se could you say on Thanksgi vi ng?

Since it was an inportant holiday, the whole famly, on both sides, was
toget her. Besides the seven Andersons, there was Mae, Lady's younger sister
and her husband Joel Stromberg, formerly of Stromberg's Lakeside Resort
Cabins, and the two little Stronbergs, Denny, age ten, and Dora, eight. There
were, noreover, the Andersons' special guests (still on probation), Alice
Nemerov, R N, and Jeremiah Oville.

Lady could not help but regret the presence of the Strombergs, for she
was certain that Denny and Dora would only rem nd her husband nore forcibly of
hi m who was absent fromthe table. Then, too, the years had not dealt kindly
Wth her dear sister. Mae had been admired as a beauty in her youth (though
probably not to the degree Lady had been), but at forty-five she was a frunp
and a troubl emaker. Admittedly, she still had her flame-red hair, but that
only pointed up the decay of what else remained. The only virtue that remained
to her was that she was a solicitous nother. Too nuch so, Lady thought.

Lady had al ways hated the brassy reverence of the holidays. Now, when
there was not even the ritual gluttony of a turkey dinner to alleviate the
gl oom that underlay the holiday cheer, one's only hope was to be out of it as
qui ckly as possible. She was grateful, at least, to be occupied with the
serving. If she were carefully inefficient, she mght get out of eating
al t oget her.

"Neil," Greta whispered. "You're drinking too rmuch. You'd better stop."

"Huh?" Neil replied, peering up at his wife (he had the habit, when he
ate, of bending down over his food, especially if it was soup).

"You're _drinking_too much."

"I wasn't drinking at all, for gosh sakes!" he said, for the whole table
to hear. "I was eating ny soup!"

Greta cast up her eyes to heaven, a martyr to truth. Buddy smiled at the
transparency of her purpose, and she caught his snile. There was a flicker of
eyel ashes, no nore.

"'N any case, it ain't any business of yours _how_ much |I drink or don't
drink. 1'"lIl drink just as nuch as | want." To denmpnstrate this, he poured
hi nsel f sone nore of the liquor distilled fromthe pul py | eaves of the Plant.

It didn't taste like JimBeam but Oville had testified to its purity
fromhis own experience of it in Duluth. It was the first use, as food, that
Ander son had been able to find for the Plants, and since he was by no neans a
teetotal er hinself, he'd given the project his blessing. Anderson wanted to
frown at the way Neil was swilling it down, but he said nothing, not wanting
it to look as though he were taking Greta's side. Anderson was a firm believer
in mal e supremnacy.

"Anyone want nore soup?" Bl ossom asked.

"I do," said Maryann, who was sitting between her husband and Orville.
She ate all she could get now, for the baby's sake. For her little Buddy.

"And | do," said Orville, with that special snile of his.

"I do, too," said Denny and Dora, whose parents had told themto eat al
they could at the dinner, which Anderson was providi ng.

" Anybody el se?"



Everybody el se had returned to the whi skey, which tasted unpl easantly
like licorice

Joel Stronberg was describing the progress of his disease to Alice
Nermrerov, R N. "And it doesn't really hurt--that's the funny thing. It's just
t hat whenever | want to use ny hands they start to shaking. And now ny head's
the sane way. Sonething's got to be done."

"But I'mafraid, M. Stronberg, that nothing can be. There used to be
some drugs, but even they didn't work very well. Six nonths, and the synptons
woul d reappear. Fortunately, as you say, it doesn't hurt."

"You're a nurse, aren't you?"

He was going to be one of _those! Very carefully, she began to explain
everyt hing she knew about Parkinson's disease, and a few things she didn't. If
only she could invol ve soneone else in the conversation! The only other soul
wi t hi n speaki ng di stance was the greedy Stronberg boy, who was snitching
drinks fromthe glass of that foul liquor (one taste bad been enough for
Alice) sitting before Lady's enpty plate. If only Lady or Bl ossom woul d stop
serving food and sit down for a minute, she could escape fromthe intol erable
hypochondriac. "Tell ne," she said, "when did it all start?"

The fish were all eaten, and Bl ossom began gat hering the bones. The
nmonent everyone had been waiting for--the dreadful nonent of the main
course--could be put off no | onger. Wile Bl ossom brought round the bow of
steanmi ng polenta into which were stirred a few shreds of chicken and garden
veget abl es, Lady herself distributed the sausages. A hush fell over the table.

Each of them had a single sausage. Each sausage was about nine inches
long and three-quarter inch in dianeter. They had been crisped over the fire
and canme to the table still sizzling.

_There is some pork in them, Alice reassured herself. _| probably won't
be able to tell the difference_.

Everyone's attention turned to the head of the table. Anderson lifted
his knife and fork. Then, fully aware of the solemity of the nonent, he
sliced off a piece of hot sausage, put it in his nouth, and began to chew.
After what seenmed a full minute, he swallowed it.

_There, but for the grace of God_ . . . . Alice thought.

Bl ossom had turned quite pale, and under the table Alice reached for her
hand to | end her strength, though Alice didn't feel an excess of it just then

"What's everyone waiting for?" Anderson denmanded. "There's food on the
table."”

Alice's attention drifted toward Oville, who was sitting there with
knife and fork in hand, and that strange smile of his. He caught Alice's
| ook--and wi nked at her. O all things! O was it at _her?_

Oville cut off a piece of the sausage and chewed it consideringly. He
sm |l ed beam shly, like a man in a toothpaste ad. "Ms. Anderson,"” he
announced, "you are a _narvel ous_ cook. How do you do it? | haven't had a
Thanksgi ving dinner like this since God knows when."

Alice felt Blossom s fingers relax and pull out of hers. _She's feeling
better, now that the worst is over_, Alice thought.

But she was wong. There was a heavy noi se, as when a bag of neal is
dropped to the ground, and Mae Stronberg screanmed. Bl ossom had fai nted.

He, Buddy, would not have allowed it, nuch | ess have originated and
i nsisted upon it, but then very probably he, Buddy, would not have been able
to bring the village through those seven hellish years. Primtive, pagan
unprecedented as it was, there was a rationale for it.

It. They were all afraid to call it by its right nane. Even Buddy, in
the inviolable privacy of his own counsel, shied away fromthe word for it.



Necessity m ght have been some justification. There was anpl e precedent
(the Donner party, the weck of the _Medusa_), and Buddy woul d have had to go
no further than this for an excuse-if they had been starving.

Beyond necessity, explanations grew el aborate and rat her netaphysical
Thus, netaphysically, in this neal the conmunity was united by a conpl ex bond,
t he chief of whose elenents was complicity in nurder, but this conplicity was
achieved by a ritual as solem and mysterious as the kiss by which Judas
betrayed Christ; it was a sacranment. Mere horror was subsuned into tragedy,
and the town's Thanksgiving di nner was the crinme and the atonenent, so to
speak, in one bl ow.

Thus the theory, but Buddy, in his heart, felt nothing but the horror of
it, mere horror, and nothing in his stomach but nausea.

He washed down anot her steadfast nmouthful with the licorice-flavored
al cohol

Nei |, when he had polished off his second sausage, began to tell a dirty
joke. They had all, except for Oville and Alice, heard himtell the sanme joke
| ast Thanksgiving. Oville was the only one to |augh, which made it worse
rather than better.

"Where the hell is the deer?" Neil shouted, as though this followed
naturally fromthe punch |ine.

"What are you tal king about?" his father asked. Anderson, when he drank
(and today he was al nost keeping up to Neil), brooded. In his youth he had had
a reputation as a nean fighter after his eighth or ninth beer

"The _deer_, for Christ's sake! The deer | shot the other day! Aren't we
goi ng to have some veni son? \Wat the hell kind of Thanksgiving is this?"

"Now, Neil," Geta chided, "you _know_that has to be salted down for
the winter. There'll be little enough nmeat as it is.”
"Well, where are the other deer? Three years ago those woods were

swarnmng with deer."

"I'"ve been wondering about that myself,” Oville said, and again he was
David Niven or perhaps, a little nore sonberly, James Mason. "Survival is a
matter of ecology. That's how |I'd explain it. Ecology is the way the different
plants and animals live together. That is to say--who eats whom The deer--and
just about everything else, |I'mafraid--are beconm ng extinct."

There was a silent but perceptible gasp fromseveral persons at the
tabl e who had thought as nuch but never dared say so in Anderson's presence.

"God will provide," Anderson interposed darkly.

"Yes, that nust be our hope, for Nature alone will not. Just consider
what's happened to the soil. This used to be forest soil, podzol. Look at
it--" He scooped up a handful of the gray dust on the ground. "Dust. In a
couple years, with no grass or brush to hold it down, every inch of topsoi
will be in the lake. Soil is a living thing. It's full of insects, worns--|
don't know what all."

"Ml es,” Neil put in.

"Ah, noles! " said Oville, as though that cinched it. "And all those
things live on the decaying plants and | eaves in the soil--or on each other
the way we do. You've probably noticed that the Plants don't shed their
| eaves. So, except where we plant crops, the soil is dying. No, it's dead
al ready. And when the soil is dead, plants-our plants--will not be able to
live in it again. Not the way they used to."

Ander son snorted his contenpt for so preposterous a notion.

"But deer don't live underground,” Neil objected.

"True--they are herbivores. Herbivores need to eat grass. For a while,
suppose, they nust have lived on the young Plants springing up near the
| akeshore, or else, like rabbits, they can eat the bark fromthe ol der Plants.
But either that was an i nadequate diet nutritionally, or there wasn't enough
to go around, or--"

"Or what?" Anderson demanded.



"O the wild life is being elimnated the way your cows were | ast
sumer, the way Dul uth was in August."

"You can't prove it," Neil shouted. "I've seen those piles of ashes in
t he woods. They don't prove a thing. Not a thing!" He took a |ong swallow from
the jug and stood up, waving his right hand to show that it couldn't be
proved. He did not estimate the position or inertia of the concrete table very
well, so that, comi ng up against it, he was knocked back to his seat and then
drawn by gravity to the ground. He rolled in the gray dirt, groaning. He had
hurt hinself. He was very drunk. Geta, clucking disapproval, got up fromthe
table to hel p.

"Leave himlay!" Anderson told her

"Excuse _ne! " she declainmed, exciting grandly. "Excuse me for living."

"What ashes was he tal king about?" Oville asked Anderson

"I haven't the faintest idea," the old man said. He took a swallow from
the jug and washed it around in his nouth. Then he let it trickle down his
throat, trying to forget the flavor by concentrating on the sting.

Little Denny Stronmberg | eaned across the table and asked Alice Nenerov
if she was going to eat any nore of her sausage. She'd taken only a single
bite.

"I think not," Alice replied.

"Can | eat it then?" he asked. H s blue-green eyes glowed fromthe
[iquor he had been sneaking all through the nmeal. Ot herwi se, Alice was sure,
his were not the sort of eyes to glow. "Please, huh?"

"Don't mnd Denny, Mz Nenerov. He doesn't nmean to be _rude_. Do you,

sweet ?"

"Eat it," Alice said, scraping the cold sausage off onto the boy's
pl at e.

_Eat it and be damed! _ she thought.

Mae had just observed that they had been thirteen at the table. "
so if you believe the old superstitions, one of us will die before the year's
out," she concluded with a gay little laugh, in which only her husband j oi ned.
"Well, | do believe it's getting awfully cold here," she added, raising her

eyebrows to show that her words bore nore than a single meaning. "Though what
can you expect at the end of Novemnber?"

Nobody seened to expect anything.

"M. Oville, tell me, are you native to Mnnesota? | ask because of
your accent. It sounds sort of English, if you know what | nean. Are you an
Anerican?"

"Mae--really!" Lady scol ded.

"He does tal k funny, you know. Denny noticed it too."

"Real ly?" Oville stared at Mae Stronberg intently, as though to count

each frizzled red hair, and with the strangest smle. "That's odd. | was
raised all my life in Mnneapolis. | suppose it's just the difference between
the city and the country."

"And you're a city person at heart, just like our Buddy. I'Il bet you

wi sh you were back there right now, eh? |I know your kind." She w nked | ewdly
to indicate just what kind that was.

"Mae, for heaven's sake--"

But Denny succeeded where Lady could not in bringing Ms. Stronberg to a
stop. He vonmited all over the table. The heavings splashed onto the four wonen
around hi m-Lady, Blossom Alice, and his nother--and there was a great
Conmotion as the wonen tried to escape the danger that was threatening anew on
Denny's face. Oville couldn't help hinself--he |aughed. He was joi ned,
fortunately, by Buddy and little Dora, whose nmouth was filled with sausage.
Even Anderson made a noise that m ght charitably have been interpreted as
| aught er.



Buddy excused hinself, and Oville rose only a nmonent |later, with nore
conpliments for the cook and a scarcely perceptible gesture in Blossonis
direction, which, however, Blossom perceived. Stronberg took his son off into
t he woods, but not far enough to prevent the rest of themfrom hearing the
whi ppi ng.

Nei| was asl eep on the ground.

Maryann, Dora, and Anderson were left alone at the table. Mryann had
been crying off and on all day. Now, since she too had had sonething to drink
she started to talk: "Ch, | can renenber the tine . C

"Excuse me," said Anderson, leaving the table, and taking the jug with
hi m

in the old days," Maryann went on. "And everything was so
beautiful then--the turkey and the punpkin pie-- and everybody so happy .

Greta, after quitting the table, had gone roundaboutly to the church.

Bef ore vani shing into the dark vestibule, she and Buddy, who had watched her
all the while, had exchanged a gl ance and Buddy had nodded yes. Wen the
di nner broke up, he followed her there.

"Hell o there, stranger!" Apparently she had settled on this ganbit
per manent|y.

"Hello, Greta. You were in high formtoday."

In the vestibule they were out of the line of sight fromthe picnic
grounds. The floor was reassuringly solid. Greta took the nape of Buddy's neck
firmy in her two cold hands and pulled his lips to hers. Their teeth gnashed
toget her, and their tongues renewed an ol d acquai nt ance.

When he began to pull her closer, she drew back, |aughing softly. Having
gai ned what she wanted, she could afford to tease. Yes, that was the old
G eta.

"Wasn't Neil drunk?" she whispered. "Wasn't he just stinko?"

The expression in her eyes was not exactly as he renmenbered it, and he
could not tell, of the body beneath her w nter clothes, whether it had changed
likewise. It occurred to himto wonder how nmuch he had changed, but the desire
mounting within himoverrode such irrel evancies. Now it was he who ki ssed her
Slowy, in an enbrace, they began to sink to the floor

"Ch no," she whispered, "don't."

They were on their knees thus, when Anderson entered. He did not say
anything for a long time, nor did they rise. A strange, sly | ook came over
Greta's face, and Buddy thought that it had been this, nothing but this, which
Greta had hoped for. She had chosen the church for that very reason.

Anderson made a gesture for themto get up, and he allowed Geta to
| eave, after only spitting in her face.

Was this conpassion, that he did not demand the puni shment that the
law-his own | aw-exacted of adulterers: that they be stoned? O was it only
parental weakness? Buddy could read nothing in the old man's gri nace.

"I came here to pray," he said to his son when they were al one. Then
i nstead of finishing his sentence, he swung his booted foot hard at him but
too slow y--perhaps it was the liquor--for Buddy twi sted aside in tine and
recei ved the kick safely in his hip.

"Ckay, boy, we'll take care of this later," Anderson prom sed, his voice
slurring the words. Then he went into the church to pray.

It seened that Buddy was no | onger to enjoy the position he had
i nherited | ast June of being forenost in his father's favor. As he left the
church, the first snowfl akes of the new season drifted down fromthe gray sky.
Buddy watched them nelting on the pal mof his hand.

SEVEN: Advent



Gracie the cow lived right there in the conmonroomw th everybody el se.
The chickens, |ikew se, had a corner to thensel ves, but the pigs were housed
in a sty of their own, outside.

For four days, beginning that Thanksgiving, the snow had drifted down,
slow y, ponderously, like snow settling on the mniature town inside a glass
paperwei ght. Then for one week of bright wintry weather the children went
sl edding down the ol d | akeshore. After that the snow cane down in earnest,
driven by gale winds that nade Anderson fear for the walls, bolstered though
they were by the high drifts. Three or four tinmes a day the nen went outside
to wind back the "awning" that formed the roof of the commonroom As the half
of the roof heavy with snow was cleared off and rolled up, the other half
energed fromits weathertight cocoon to replace it. Aside fromthis chore and
the care of the pigs, the men were idle during a blizzard. The rest of the
wor k- - cooki ng, weaving, |ooking after the children and the sick--was for
worren. Later, when the weather cleared, they could hunt again or, with nore
hope of success, fish through the ice of the |ake. There were also plenty of
Plants to chop down.

It was hard to get through these idle days. Drink wasn't allowed in the
commonr oom (there were enough fights as it was), and poker soon lost its
appeal when the nmoney in the pot was no nore val uabl e than the noney the
children played with at their unendi ng games of Monopoly. There were few books
to read, except Anderson's calf-bound Bible (the sane that once had graced the
| ectern of the Episcopal Church), for indoor space was at a premium Even if
t here had been books, it was doubtful that anyone woul d have read t hem
Oville mght have--he seened a booki sh sort. Buddy woul d have. And Lady had
al ways read a | ot too.

The conversation, such as it was, never rose above the | evel of griping.
For the nost part, the nmen imtated Anderson, who sat immobile on the edge of
his bed, chewing the pulp of the Plant. It is questionable, however, whether
they spent this time, |like Anderson, in thought directed to useful ends. When
spring cane, all the ideas, the projects, the innovations cane from Anderson
and no one el se.

Now, it appeared, there was soneone el se capabl e of thought. He, by
contrast, preferred to think aloud. To the old nan, sitting there listening to
Jeremiah Oville, the ideas that were put forth seemed positively irreligious
at times. The way he tal ked about the Plants, for instance--as though they
were only a superior |aboratory specinmen. As though he adnmired their conquest.
Yet he said many things, in alnost the same breath, that made good sense. Even
when the weat her was the subject of conversation (and nore often than not it
was), Oville had something to say about that.

"I still maintain," Cay Kestner had said (this was on the first day of
the bad blizzard, but day had been nmaintaining the same thing for severa
years), "that it's not the weather getting colder but us getting out in the
cold more. It's psychosomatical. There ain't no _reason_ for the weather to
get colder."

"Dam it, Clay," Joel Stronberg replied, shaking his head reprovingly
(though it mght have been just palsy), "if this winter ain't colder than the
winters in the sixties and fifties I'll eat my hat. It used to be that we'd
worry whether we was going to have a white Christmas. And | say it's the way
t he | ake has gone down causes it."

"Poppycock!" Clay insisted, not w thout justice.

Usual |y no one would have paid any nore attention to Cay and Joel than
to the wi nd whining about the spiky Plants outside, but this time Oville
i ntruded: "You know - there _nay_ be a reason why it's getting colder. Carbon
di oxi de."

"What's that got to do with the price of eggs?" Cay quipped.

"Carbon dioxide is what the Plants--any plants--take in to conbine with
wat er when they're naking their own food. It's also what we--that is,
ani mal s--exhal e. Since the Plants have conme, | suspect that the old bal ance



bet ween t he carbon di oxi de they take in and the anmount we give off has started
favoring the Plants. So there's |l ess carbon dioxide in the atnosphere. Now,
carbon dioxide is a great absorber of heat. It stores heat fromthe sun and
keeps the air warm So with |less carbon dioxide, there'll be a lot nore cold
and snow. That's just a theory, of course.”

"That's a hell of a theory!"

"I"ll agree with you there, Cay, since it's not mne. It's one of the
reasons geol ogists give for the ice ages."

Anderson didn't believe strongly in geol ogy, since so nuch of it went
against the Bible, but if what Oville said about carbon dioxide was true,
then the worsening of the winters (and they were worse, no one really doubted
it) mght well have that for a cause. But true or not, there was sonething he
didn't like in Oville's tone, something nmore than just the knowit-al
attitude of the college grad, which Anderson was used to from Buddy. It was as
if these little lectures on the wonders of science (and there had been nore
than a few) had but a single purpose: to |lead themto despair.

But he _did_ know nore science than anyone el se, and Anderson grudgi ngly
respected himfor it. If nothing else, he'd stopped Cay and Joel from arguing
about the weather, and for that small bl essing Anderson could not hel p but
gi ve thanks.

It was not as bad yet as it would becone in February and March, but it
was very bad: the close quarters, the silly quarrels, the noise, the stench,

t he abrasion of flesh on flesh and nerve on nerve. It was very bad. It was
wel | nigh intol erable.

Two hundred and fifty people lived in 2,400 square feet, and much of
t hat space was given over to storage. Last wi nter when there had been al nost
doubl e the nunmber in the same room when every day w tnessed a new deat h,
every month a new epidenic of the deadly common cold, it had been neasurably
wor se. The nore susceptible types-those who coul dn't bear up--had run anok,
si ngi ng and | aughing, into the deceiving warnth of the January thaws; these
were gone this year. This year the walls were firmy anchored and tightly
woven fromthe start; this year the rationing was not so desperately tight
(though there _would_ be less nmeat). Yet for all these inprovenents, it was
still an intolerable way to |ive and everyone knew it.

The thing that Buddy could not stand, the very worst thing, was the
presence of so nmuch flesh. Al day it rubbed against him it displayed itself,
it stank in his nostrils. And any of the hundred wonen in the room even
Bl ossom would by the sinplest gesture, by the tanmest word, trigger his |ust.
Yet for all the good it did him he mght as well have been watching the
bl oodl ess phantasns of a novie. There was sinply no place, day or night, in
t he cramped conmonroom for sex. His erotic life was Iimted to such occasions
as he could inpose upon Maryann to come with himto visit the freezing
out house by the pig sty. Maryann, in her seventh nonth and prone at any tine
to sniffles, seldom acconmopdated him

It did not help that, as long as there was daylight in the room Buddy
could I ook up fromwhatever he was doing (or nore |ikely--whatever he wasn't
doi ng) and see, probably no nore than twenty feet away, Geta.

More and more, he found hinmsel f seeking the refuge of Jeremiah Oville's
conpany. Orville was the sort of person, famliar to Buddy fromthe
uni versity, whom he had always |iked nuch nore than they had |iked him Though
he never once told a joke in Buddy's hearing, when the man tal ked-and he
tal ked i ncessantly--Buddy coul dn't keep fromlaughing. It was like the
conversations in books and novies or the way people talked on the old Jack
Paar show, people who could take the nost commonpl ace thing and, in the
telling, make it funny. Orville never tried to clown; his hunor was in the way
he | ooked at things--with a certain, sly irreverence (not so nuch that someone
i ke Anderson could object), an oblique nockery. You never knew where you
stood with him so that nost fol ks--the authentic grassroots hicks |ike



Neil--were reluctant to get into conversations with him though they listened
gl adly. Buddy found hinmself imtating Orville, using _his_ words, pronouncing
them his_ way (_gen_-uine instead of genu-_w ne_), adopting _his_ ideas.

It was a constant source of wonder how much the man _knew . Buddy, who
consi dered his own education barely sufficient to judge the scope of another
person's, considered Orville encycl opedic.

Buddy fell so thoroughly under the older man's influence that it would
not be unjust to say he was infatuated. There were tines (for instance, such
times as Oville would talk too long with Bl ossom) when Buddy felt sonething
i ke jeal ousy.

He woul d have been surprised to learn that Blossomfelt nmuch the sane
way when Orville spent undue time with him It was quite evidently a case of
i nfatuation, of conventional puppy-I|ove.

Even Neil had a good word to say for the newconer, for one day Oville
had taken hi m aside and taught hima whole new store of dirty jokes.

The hunters hunted alone; the fishernen fished together. Neil, a hunter
was grateful for the chance to be alone, but the | ack of gane that Decenber
aggravat ed him al nost as nuch as the shove and cl anor of the conmonroom But,
the day the blizzard stopped, he found deer tracks cutting right through the
still-uncrusted snow of the west cornfield. He followed themfour mles,
stunbling over his own snowshoes in his eagerness. The tracks termnated in a
concavity of ash and ice. No tracks |l ed away from or approached the area. Nei
swore |oudly. Then he screamed for a while, not really aware that he was
screaming. It let off the pressure.

_No use hunting now_, he thought, when he began to think again. He
deci ded he would rest for the rest of the day. Rest . . . rest! Ha! He'd have
to remenber that. Wth the other hunters and fishermen still out of the
conmonroom maybe he'd get a little privacy.

That's what he did--he went hone and drank a pot of cruddy
licorice-flavored tea (that's what they called it, tea) and he got to feeling
drowsy and hardly knew what he was | ooking at or what he was thinking (he was
| ooki ng at Bl ossom and thi nki ng of her) when all of a sudden Gracie started
maki ng an uproar |ike he'd never heard before. Except he had heard it before:
Graci e was cal vi ng.

The cow was maki ng grunting noises like a pig. She rolled over on her
side and squirned around in the dirt. This was Gracie's first calf, and she
wasn't any too big. Trouble was only to be expected. Neil knotted some rope
into a noose and got it over her neck but she was thrashing around so that he
couldn't get it over her legs so he let that go. Alice, the nurse, was hel ping
him but he wi shed his father was there anyhow O d Gacie was bellow ng |ike
a bull now.

Any cow that goes nore than an hour is a sure loss, and even half an
hour is bad. Gracie was in pain like that and bellowing for half an hour. She
kept squirm ng backward to try and escape the shooting pains. Neil haul ed on
the rope to keep her from doing that.

"I can see his head. H's head's conming out now," Alice said. She was
down on her knees in back of Gacie, trying to spread her w der open

"If that's all you can see, how do you know it's a her?"

The cal f's sex was crucial, and everyone in the comonroom had gat hered
around to watch the calving. After each bellow of pain, the children shouted
their encouragenment to G acie. Then her squirm ng got worse, while her
bellowing quieted. "That's it, that's it!" Alice was calling out, and Nei
haul ed all the harder against the rope.

"I't's a boy!" Alice exclained. "Thank God, it _is_ a boy!"

Nei |l |aughed at the old woman. "It's a _bull _ is what you mean. You city
slickers are all alike." He felt good because he hadn't made any m stakes and
everyt hing was hunkydory. So he went over to the barrel and got the top off
and di pped hinmself a drink to cel ebrate. He asked Alice if she wanted one, but



she just | ooked at him funny-1ike and said no.

He sat down in the roonmis single easy chair (Anderson's) and watched the
little bull-calf sucking at Gracie's full udder. Gacie hadn't got up. She
nmust have been exhausted by the birthing. Wiy, if Neil hadn't been around, she
probably wouldn't of lived through it probably. The licorice flavor wasn't so
bad once you got used to it. Al the wonen were quiet now, and the children
t 0o.

Nei|l |ooked at the bull-calf and thought how sonmeday it'd be a big horny
bull nounting Gracie--his own mother! _Animals_, he thought foggily, _are just
like animals_. But that wasn't exactly it.

He had sone nore to drink

When Anderson got hone he | ooked |ike he'd had a bad day (was the
aft ernoon gone already?), but Neil got up fromthe warmchair and called out
happily: "Hey, Dad, it's a bull!"

Ander son cane up, and he | ooked the way Neil remenbered hi ml ooki ng
Thanksgi ving night, all dark and with that ugly snmle (but he hadn't said a
word, then or later, about Neil drinking too much at dinner), and he hit Nei
in the face, he just knocked himright down on the floor

"You goddam stupi d asshol e!” Anderson yelled. "You dunb turd! Don't you
know t hat G acie's dead? You strangled her to death, you son of a bitch!"

Then he kicked Neil. Then he went over and cut G acie's neck where the
rope was still tight around it. Mdst of the cold blood went into the basin
Lady was hol di ng, but sone of it spilled out in the dirt. The calf was pulling
at the dead cow s udder, but there wasn't any nore ml k. Anderson cut the
calf's throat too.

It wasn't _his_fault, was it? It was Alice's fault. He hated Alice. He
hated his father too. He hated all those bastards who thought they were so
goddam smart. He hated all of them He hated all of them

And he cupped his pain in his two hands and tried not to screamfromthe
pain in his hands and the pain in his head, the pain of hating, but maybe he
did scream who knows?

Shortly before dark the snow began to come down again, a perfectly
per pendi cul ar descent through the windless air. The only light in the
conmonr oom came fromthe single hurricane lanp burning in the kitchen al cove
where Lady was scouring the well scoured pots. No one spoke. Who dared say how
fine the usual nmush of cornneal and rabbit tasted flavored with the bl ood of
cow and calf. It was quiet enough to hear the chickens fussing and clucking in
their roosts in the far corner

When Anderson went outside to direct the butchering and salting down of
t he carcasses, neither Neil nor Buddy was invited to participate. Buddy sat by
t he kitchen door on the dirty wel come mat and pretended to read a freshman
bi ol ogy text in the sem darkness. He had read it through many tines before and
knew sonme passages by heart. Neil was sitting by the other door, trying to
screw up the courage to go outside and join the butchers.

O all the townspeopl e, Buddy was probably the only one who took
pl easure in GGacie's death. In the weeks since Thanksgiving, Neil had been
wi nning his way back into his father's favor. Now since Neil hinmself had so
effectively reversed that trend, Buddy reasoned that it would be only a matter
of time before he would again enjoy the privileges of his prinogeniture. The
extinction of the species (were Herefords a species?) was not too high a price
to pay.

There was one other who rejoiced at this turn of events, but he was not,
either in his own estimation or in theirs, one of the townspeople. Jerem ah
Oville had hoped that Gacie or her calf or both mght die, for the
preservation of the cattle had been one of Anderson's proudest achi evenments, a
token that civilization-as-we-had-known-it was not quite passé and a sign, for
t hose who woul d see it, that Anderson was truly of the Elect. That the agency
that would realize Orville's hopes should be the inconpetence of the man's own



son afforded Orville an al nost esthetic pleasure: as though sone tidy,
righteous deity were assisting his revenge, scrupulous that the | aws of poetic
justice be observed. Orville was happy tonight, and he worked at the
butchering with a quiet fury. Fromtine to tine, when he could not be seen, he
swal | owed a gobbet of raw beef--for he was as hungry as any nan there. But he
woul d starve willingly, if only he m ght see Anderson starve before him

A peculiar noise, a windy sound but not the wind, caught his attention.
It seened familiar, but he couldn't place it. It was a sound that bel onged to
the city. Joel Stronberg, who was | ooking after the pigs, shouted: "Ah,
hey! --there---- whadaya--" Abruptly, Joel was netanorphosed into a pillar of
fire.

Oville saw this no nore distinctly than he had heard the sound
preceding it, but w thout taking thought he hurled hinself over a nearby
snowbank. He rolled in the powery snow till he was out of sight of
everyt hing--the carcasses, the other men, the pigsty. Everything but the
flames rising fromthe burning sty. "M. Anderson!" he yelled. Terrified |est
he |l ose his intended victimto the fires of the incendiaries, he craw ed back
to rescue the old man.

Three spherical bodies, each about five feet in diameter, floated just
above the snow at the periphery of the flanmes. The nmen (with the exception of
Ander son, who was crouched behind the flank of the dead cow, aimng his pistol
at the nearest sphere) stood watching the blaze, as though bew tched. Spumnes
of steany breath drifted fromtheir open nouths.

"Don't waste bullets on arnor plate, M. Anderson. Cone on--they'll fire
t he conmmonroom next. We've got to get the people out of there."

"Yes," Anderson agreed, but he did not nove. Oville had to pull him
away. |In that nmoment of stuporous incapacity, Oville thought he saw in
Ander son the seed of what Neil had becone.

Oville entered the commonroomfirst. Since the walls were buttressed
with great drifts of snow, none of themwas yet aware of the blaze outside.
They were, as they had been all evening, |eaden with unhappi ness. Several had
al ready gotten into bed.

"Everybody--start getting your clothes on," Orville commanded in a voice
as calmas authoritative. "Leave this roomas quickly as possible by the
ki tchen door and run into the woods. Take anything with you that's at hand,
but don't waste tine looking for things. Don't wait for soneone else to catch
up. Quickly, now"

As many as had heard Orville | ooked dunbfounded. It was not for himto
be giving orders.

"Quickly," Anderson directed, "and no questions."

They were accustoned to obeyi ng Anderson unquestioni ngly, but there was
still much confusion. Anderson, acconpanied by Oville, went directly to the
area by the kitchen where his own famly was quartered. They were all bundling
into their heavy cl othes, but Anderson bundl ed them faster.

Qutside there were screans, brief as the whistle of a slaughtered
rabbit, as the incendiary devices were turned on their spectators. A nan ran
into the room flamng, and fell to the floor, dead. The panic began
Ander son, al ready near the door, commanded respect even in the mdst of
hysteria and nanaged to get his famly out anmong the first. Passing through
t he kitchen, Lady grabbed an enpty cooking pot. Blossomwas burdened with a
basket of |aundry, which, proving too heavy, she enptied into the snow.
Oville, in his anxiety to see them out of the comonroom safely, took nothing
at all. There were no nore than fifty people running through the snow when the
far corner of the commonroom caught fire. The first flames shot up thirty feet
fromthe roof, then began to clinb as they ate into the bags of corn stacked
agai nst the wails.

It is hard to run through unpacked snow, just as it is hard to run in
knee-deep water: as soon as you acquire nonentum you are apt to tunble
forward. Lady and Greta had left the house wearing only straw slippers, and
others streaned out the door nowin their nightshirts or wapped in bl ankets.



The Andersons had al nost reached the forest edge when Lady threw aside
her cooki ng pot and exclained: _The Bible! the Bible is back there! _

No one heard her. She ran toward the burning building. By the tine
Ander son was aware of his wife's absence, there was no | onger any way to stop
her. H's own scream woul d not be heard anbng so nmany others. The fanily
stopped to watch. "Keep running," Oville shouted at them but they paid no
heed. Most of those who had escaped the house had reached the wood by now.

The flames illum nated the nei ghborhood of the building for a hundred
feet, making the snow shine with an unsteady orange gl ow upon which the swft,
uncertai n shadows of the snoke rippled, like the fires of visible darkness.

Lady entered by the kitchen door and did not re-energe. The roof caved
in; the walls fell outward, neatly as doni nos. The three spherical bodies
could be seen in silhouette to rise higher fromthe ground. In close formation
they began to glide toward the wood, their hum di sgui sed by the crackling of
the flames. Wthin the triangle they defined, the snow nelted and bubbl ed and
rose steanming into the air.

"Why woul d she do a thing |ike that?" Anderson asked of his daughter
but seeing that she was delicately poised on the brink of hysteria, he took
her in one hand and the I ength of rope he had taken up from a wheel barrow
outside the house in the other and hurried after the others. Oville and Nei
were practically carrying barefoot Geta, who was scream ng obscenities in her
rich contralto.

Oville was frantic, and yet close behind the frenzy was a sense of
exul tation and headl ong delight that made hi mwant to cheer, as though the
confl agration behind them were as innocent and festal as a honecom ng gane
bonfire

When he shouted Hurry on; hurry on! it was hard to tell whether he was
calling to Anderson and Blossomor to the three incendiaries not far behind
t hem

El GHT: The Way Down

_Maybe we' |l die_, Maryann thought, when they had at |ast stopped
runni ng and she could think. But that was inpossible. It was so cold! She
wi shed to heaven she coul d understand what Anderson was tal king about. He'd

just said: "We'll have to take inventory." They were all standing around in
the snow. It was so cold, and when she'd fallen down she'd gotten snow inside
her coat, under her collar. The snow was still coming down in the dark. She'd

catch a cold and then what woul d she do? Where would she live? And her baby--
what about hi n®?

"Maryann?" Anderson asked. "_She's_ here, isn't she?"

"Maryann!" Buddy barked inpatiently.

"I"'mhere," she said, snuffling the wet that trickled fromher nose.

"Well--what did you bring with you?"

Each of her nunmb hands (she'd forgotten mttens too) was hol di ng
somet hi ng, but she didn't know what. She held up her hands so she could see
what was in them "Lanps," she said. "The lanps fromthe kitchen, but one of
themis broken. The chimey's smashed.” It was only then that she renenbered
falling on it and cutting her knee.

"Who's got matches?" Oville asked.

C ay Kestner had matches. He lit the good lanp. By its |ight Anderson
took a headcount: "Thirty-one." There was a long silence while each survivor
examned the thirty other faces and tallied his own | osses. There were
ei ghteen nmen, el even wonen and two children

Mae Stronberg began to cry. She'd | ost a husband and a daughter, though



her son was with her. In the panic Denny had not been able to find the shoe
for his left foot, and Mae had pulled himthe three nmiles fromthe
confl agration on one of the children's sleds. Anderson, having concluded the
i nventory, told Mae to be quiet.

"Maybe there'll be nore food back there,” Buddy was saying to his
father. "Maybe it won't be burnt up so bad we can't still eat it."

"I doubt it," Oville said. "Those damm fl amethrowers are pretty

t hor ough. "
"How | ong will what we've got last if we ration it?" Buddy asked.
"Till Christmas,"” Anderson replied curtly.
"If we_ last till Christmas,"” Oville said. "Those nachines are

probably scouting the woods now, picking off anyone who got out of the fire.
There's also a matter of where we'll spend the night. Nobody thought to bring
along tents."

"We'|l go back to the old town," Anderson said. "W can stay in the
church and tear off the siding for firewod. Does anyone know where we are
now? Every goddam Plant in this forest |ooks |ike every other goddam Pl ant."

"I"ve got a comnpass,” Neil volunteered. "I'Il get us there. You just
follow me." Of in the distance, there was a scream a very brief scream "I
think it's that way," Neil said, noving toward the scream

They formed a broad phalanx with Neil at the head and noved on through
the snow might. Oville pulled Geta along on the sled, and Buddy carried
Denny Stronmberg on his back

"Can | hold your hand?" Maryann asked him "Mne are just nunb."

Buddy | et her put her hand in his, and they wal ked al ong together for a
hal f hour in perfect silence. Then he said, "I'mglad you' re safe."

"Ch!" It was all she could say. Her nose was dripping like a | eaky
faucet, and she began to cry too. The tears froze on her cold cheeks. Ch, she
was so happy!

They al most wal ked through the village without realizing it. An inch of
snow had bl anketed the cold, |eveled ashes.

Denny Stronmberg was the first to speak. "Wiere will we go now, Buddy?
VWhere will we sleep?" Buddy didn't answer. Thirty people waited in silence for
Ander son, who was kicking the ashes with the toe of his boot, to | ead them
t hrough this Red Sea.

"We nust kneel and pray,"” he said. "Here, in this church, we nust knee
and ask forgiveness for our sins.” Anderson knelt in the snow and ashes.
"Almighty and merciful God . . ."

A figure cane out of the woods, running, stunbling, breathless--a wonan
i n bedcl othes with a bl anket w apped shawl -1i ke about her. Falling to her
knees in the mddle of the group, she could not draw breath to speak. Anderson
ceased praying. In the direction fromwhich she had come, the forest gl owed
faintly, as though, at a distance, a candle were burning in a farnhouse
wi ndow.

"lt's Ms. WIks," Alice Nermerov announced, and at the sane nonent
Oville said, "W'd better pray sonewhere else. That |ooks like a new fire
over there."”

"There _is_ nowhere el se," Anderson said.

"There nust be," Oville insisted. Under the pressure of hours of
crisis, he had lost track of his original notive--to save the Andersons for
hi s personal revenge, for slower agonies. H s desire was nore
primary--self-preservation. "If there are no houses left, there nust still be
somepl ace to hide: a burrow, a cave, a culvert " Sonet hi ng he bad said
touched the chord of menory. A burrow? A cave?

"A cave! Blossom a long tinme ago, when | was sick, you told nme you'd
been in a cave. You'd never seen a nmine, but you'd been in a cave. Was that
near here?"

"It's by the | ake shore--the old | ake shore. Near Stronberg' s Resort.



It's not far, but | haven't been in it since |l was a little girl. | don't know
if it's still there.”

"How big a cave is it?"

"Very big. At least, | thought so then."

"Coul d you take us there?"

"I don't know. It's hard enough in the sumertine to find your way
around through the Plants. Al the old | andmarks are gone, and with the snow
besi des . "

"Take us there, girl! Now " Anderson rasped. He was hinsel f again, nore
or |ess.

They left the hal f-naked woman behind themlying in the snow. Not
through cruelty: it was sinmply forgetful ness. Wen they had gone, the woman
| ooked up and said, "Please." But the people whom she had thought to address
were not there. Perhaps they had never been there. She got to her feet and
dropped her bl anket.

It was very cold. She heard the humm ng sound again and ran blindly back
into the woods, heading in the opposite direction fromthat which Bl ossom had
t aken.

The three incendiary spheres glided to the spot where the wonan had
[ ain, quickly converted the bl anket there to ash, and noved on after Ms.

W1 ks, follow ng the spoor of blood.

Mich of the old | ake shore was still recogni zabl e under the mantle of
snow. the conformation of the rocks, the stairways going down to the
wat er--they even found a post that had once been part of the resort's pier
Fromthe pier Blossomestimated it would be a hundred yards to the cave
entrance. She went al ong the rockface that rose ten feet above the old beach
and played the lanplight into likely crevasses. Werever she directed him
Buddy cl eared the snow with a shovel, which, along with an axe, he had rescued
fromthe commonroom The other searchers scraped off the snow (which had
drifted nore than a yard deep anong the boulders) with their hands, niittened
or bare, as luck would have it.

The work went slowly, for Blossomrenenbered the entrance to the cave as
bei ng hal fway up the rockface, so that one had to cl anber over snowy rocks to
be able to dig. Despite the hazard this involved, they did not have tinme to be
careful . Behind the clouds, fromwhich the snow sifted steadily down, there
was no noon; the digging went on in near-total darkness. At regular intervals
one of themwould call a sudden halt to the work and they would stand there
straining to hear the telltale bumof their pursuers that soneone had thought
he' d heard.

Bl ossom under the unaccustomed wei ght of responsibility, becane
erratic, running fromrock to rock. "Here!" she would say, and then, running:
"Or here?" She was a good two hundred yards fromthe old pier, and Buddy began
to doubt that there was_a cave.

If there were not, then surely they had come to an end.

The prospect of death disturbed himnost in that he could not grasp the
_purpose_ of these burnings. If this were an invasion (and even his father
coul d not doubt that now, the Good Lord did not need to build machines to
wreak his vengeance), what did the invaders want? Wre the Plants thensel ves
the i nvaders? No, no--they were only Plants. One bad to suppose that the rea
i nvaders--the ones inside the incendiary gl obes (or whoever had built them and
put themto work)--wanted the Earth for no other reason than to grow their
damm Pl ants. Was Earth, then, their farn? If so, why had there been no
harvest ?

It wounded his pride to think that his race, his species, his world was
bei ng defeated with such apparent ease. Wat was worse, what he coul d not
endure was the suspicion that it all meant nothing, that the process of their
anni hil ati on was sonet hing quite mechanical: that nmankind s destroyers were
not, in other words, fighting a war but nerely spraying the garden



The opening to the cave was di scovered inadvertently-- Denny Stromberg
fell through it. Wthout that happy chance, they m ght well have gone the
whol e night without finding it, for everyone in their party had passed it by.

The cave went farther back than the lanplight would reach fromthe
entrance, but before the full depth was explored, everyone was inside. Al the
adul ts except Anderson, Buddy, and Maryann (all three under five feet six) had
to bend over double or even crawl to keep fromhitting their beads against the
crunbling ceiling. Anderson declared that the noment for silent prayer was at
hand, for which Oville was grateful. Huddl ed next to each other for warnth,

t heir backs against the sloping wall of the cave, they tried to recover their
sense of identity, of purpose, of touch-- whatever senses they had lost in the
hour s-1 ong stanpede through the snow. The |anp was | eft burning, since

Ander son judged that matches were nore precious than oil.

After five m nutes given over to prayers, Anderson, Buddy, Neil and
Oville (though not of the famly hierarchy, he _had_ been the one to think of
t he cave--and of nore things besides than Anderson cared to reckon) explored
t he back of the cave. It was big but not so big as they'd hoped, extending
some twenty feet to the rear, narrowing continually. At its far end, there was
a small el filled with bones.

"Wl ves! " Neil decl ared.

Cl oser inspection confirmed this with some definiteness, for the
skel etons of the wol ves thensel ves were di scovered, stripped as clean as the
others, topmpst on the pile.

"Rats," Neil decided. "Just rats."

To reach the far depth of the cave they had had to squeeze past the
gigantic root of a Plant that had broken through the cave wall. Returning from
the pile of bones the nen examined this, the only other exceptional feature of
the cave, with sone care. The Plant's root at this level was very little
di stingui shable fromits trunk. To judge fromthe curvature of the portion
exposed in the cave, it was, like the bole of the Plant, some fourteen or
fifteen feet in diameter. Near the floor of the cave, the snooth surface of
the root was abraded, just as the snmooth green trunks were often chewed by
hungry rabbits. Here, however, there appeared to be nore than a ni bble taken
out .

Oville stooped to examine it. "Rabbits didn't do this. It's gone right
to the heart of the wood." He reached his hand into the dark hole. The
out ernmost | ayer of wood extended no nore than a foot, beyond which his fingers
encount ered what seened a tangle of vines--and beyond this (his whol e shoul der
pressing against the hole), nothing; enptiness; air. "This thing is hollow"

"Nonsense, " Anderson said. He got down beside Orville and thrust his own
arminto the hole. "It can't be," he said, feeling that it could be and was.

"Rabbits certainly didn't make _that_ hole,” Oville insisted.

"Rats," Neil repeated, nore than ever confirmed in his judgnment. But, as
usual , no one paid himany attention

"It _grows_ that way. Like the stem of a dandelion--it's hollow. "

"It's dead. Term tes nust have gotten to it."

"The only dead Plants |'ve seen, M. Anderson, are the ones we've

killed. If you don't object, I'd like to see what's down there."
"I don't see what good that could do. You have an unhealthy curiosity
about these Plants, young nman. | sonetines have the inpression that you're

nore on their side than on ours.”

"The good it could do," Oville said, half-truthfully (for he dared not
yet express his real hope), "is that it may provide a back door to the
cave--an escape hatch to the surface in the event that we're foll owed here."

"He's right about that, you know, " Buddy vol unt eered.

"I don't need your help to make up ny mind. _Either_ of you," Anderson
added when he saw that Neil had begun to snmile at this. "You are right again,
Jerem ah . "

"Just call me Orville, sir. Everyone el se does."

Anderson smiled acidly. "Yes. Well. Shall we start to work now? As |



recall, one of the nmen managed to bring a hatchet. GCh, it was you, Buddy?

Bring it here. Meanwhile, you--" (designating Oville) "--will see that
everyone noves to the back of the cave, where they'll be warnmer. And safer
perhaps. Al so, find some way to bl ock up the entrance, so the snow will cover

it over again. Use your coat if necessary."

When the opening to the root had been sufficiently enlarged, Anderson
thrust the lanp in and squeezed his bony torso through. The cavity narrowed
rapi dly overhead, becoming no nore than a tangle of vines; there was little
possibility of an exit--at |east not w thout nuch hard work. But _bel ow_was
an abyss that stretched quite beyond the weak shaft of light fromthe | anp.
The lanp's effectiveness was further dimnished by what seened to be a network
of gauze or cobweb that filled the hollow of the root. The |ight passing
through this airy stuff was diffused and softened so that beyond a depth of
fifteen feet one could discern only a form ess, pinkish gl ow.

Ander son swi ped at these strands of gauze, and they broke unresistingly.
H s cal l oused hand coul d not even feel them giving \Way.

Ander son squi rnmed back out of the narrow hole and into the cave proper
"Well, it won't be any use to escape by. It's solid up above. It goes _down_,

t hough--farther than | can see. Look for yourself if you want."

Oville wormed into the hole. He stayed there so | ong, Anderson becane
annoyed. \When he reappeared he was al nbst grinning. "That's where we'll go,
M. Anderson. Wy, it's perfect!™

"You're crazy," Anderson said matter-of-factly. "W're bad enough off
where we are.”

"But the point is--" (And this had been his original, unexpressed hope.)
"--that it will be warm down there. Once you get fifty feet below the surface,
it's always a confortable fifty degrees Fahrenheit. There's no winter and no
sumer that deep in the ground. If you prefer it warner than that just go down
deeper. It warnms up one degree for every sixty feet."

"Ah, what are you tal king about?" Neil jeered. "That sounds like a |ot
of hooey." He didn't like the way Oville--a stranger--was telling them what
to do all the time. He had no _right! _

"I't's one thing | should know about, being a nmining engineer. Isn't that
why I'malive, after all?" He let that sink in, then continued calmy: "One of
t he biggest problens in working deep mnes is keeping themat a bearable
tenmperature. The |east we can do is see how far down it does go. It nust be
fifty feet at least--that would be only a tenth of its height."

"There's no soil fifty feet down," Anderson objected. "Nothing but rock
Not hi ng grows in rock."

"Tell that to the Plant. | don't know if it does go that deep, but again
| say we should explore. We've a length of rope, and even if we didn't, those
vines woul d support any of us. | tested them" He paused before he returned to
the clinching argunment: "If nothing else, it's a place to hide if those things
find their way to us."

H s |last argunment turned out as valid as it had been effective. Buddy
had only just gone down by the rope to the first branching off of the
secondary roots fromthe vertical primary root (Buddy had been chosen because
he was the lightest of the nmen), when there was a grating sound at the
entrance of the cave, as when children try to fill a glass bottle w th sand.
One of the spheres, having tracked themto the cave, was nowtrying to
bul | doze its way through the narrow entrance.

"Shoot!" Neil yelled at his father. "Shoot it!" He started to grab ftr
the Python in his father's side hol ster

"I don't intend to waste good anmunition on arnor plate. Now, get your
hands off ne and let's start pushing people down that hole."

Oville did not have to pronpt any further. There was nothing left for
themto do. Not a thing. They were the puppets of necessity now He stood back
fromthe nelee and |listened as the sphere tried to shove its way into the cave
by main force. In some ways, he thought, those spheres were no snmarter than a
chicken trying to scratch its way through a wire fence that it could wal k



around. Wiy not just shoot? Perhaps the three spheres had to be grouped about
their target before they could go zap. They were, alnobst surely, automatons.
They directed their own destinies no nore than did the animals they were
programed to track down. Oville had no synpathy for the dunmb machi nes and
none for their prey. He rather fancied hinself at that nmonment as the
puppeteer, until the real puppeteer, necessity, twitched a finger, and Oville
went running after his fell ow nen.

The descent into the root was swift and efficient. The size of the hole
i nsured that no nore than one person passed through at a tinme, but fear
i nsured that that person got through as fast as he coul d. The unseen (the |anp
was bel ow wi th Buddy) presence of the netal sphere grinding at the ceiling and
wal I s of the cave was a strong notivation to speed.

Ander son made each person strip off his bulky outer clothing and push it
t hrough the hol e ahead of him At |last only Anderson, Oville, Cay Kestner
Nei | and Maryann were left. It was evident that for Clay and Neil (the |argest
men of the village) and for Maryann, now in her eighth nmonth, the hole would
have to be enlarged. Neil chopped at the pul py wood with frantic haste and
much wasted effort. Maryann was eased first through the expanded openi ng. \Wen
she reached her husband, who was astraddle the inverse v forned by the
di vergence of the branch root fromthe greater taproot, her hands were raw
from having slipped down the rope too quickly. As soon as he laid hold of her
all her strength seened to | eave her body. She could not go on. Neil was the
next to descend, then C ay Kestner. Together they carried Maryann on into the
secondary root.

Anderson called out, "Watch out below" and a steady rain of
obj ects--foodstuffs, baskets, pots, clothing, the sled, whatever the people
had brought with themfromthe fire--fell into the abyss, shattering the
delicate traceries. Buddy tried to count the seconds between the tinme they
were rel eased and the nonent they hit bottom but after a certain point he
could not distinguish between the sounds of the objects ricocheting off the
wal s of the root and their striking bottom if any. Anderson descended the
rope after the last of the provisions had been dropped down the root.

"How is Oville com ng down?" Buddy asked. "Who'll hold the rope for
hi nP"

"I didn't bother to ask. Wiere is everyone el se?"

"Down there . . ." Buddy gestured vaguely into the blackness of the
secondary root. The lanp was lighting the main shaft, where the descent was
nor e dangerous. The secondary root diverged at a forty-five degree angle from
its parent. The ceiling (for here there could be said to be floor and ceiling)
rose to a height of seven feet. The entire surface of the root was a tangle of
vines, so that the slope was easy to negotiate. The interior space had been
webbed with the same fragile |ace, though those who had preceded Anderson into
the root had broken nost of it away.

Oville clanbered down on the vines, the end of the rope knotted about
his wai st in the manner of a nountain clinmber. An unnecessary precaution, as
it proved: the vines--or whatever they were--held firm They were al nost
rigid, in fact, frombeing so closely knit together

"Well," said Oville, in a voice grotesque with good cheer, "here's
everybody, safe and sound. Shall we go down to the basenent, where the
groceries are?"

At that nonment he felt an al nost godlike elation, for he had held
Anderson's life in his hands--literally, by a string--and it had been his to
deci de whether the old nman should die just then or suffer yet a little |onger
It had not been a difficult choice, but, ah, it had been his!

NI NE: The Worm Shall Feed Sweetly



When they had ventured down the branch root a further twenty-five feet
(where, as Oville had promsed, it was tolerably warn), they reached a sort
of crossroads. There were three new branches to choose from each as
commodi ous as the one through which they had been traveling. Two descended,

i ke proper roots, though veering off perpendicularly to the right and left of
their parent; the other shot steeply upward.

"That's strange, " Buddy observed. "Roots don't grow up.

"How do you know that's up?" Oville asked.

"Well, look at it. It's _up_. Upis . . . up. It's the opposite of
down. "

"My point exactly. We're _looking_up the root, which may be _grow ng_
down to us--from another Pl ant perhaps."

"You mean this thing could be just one big Plant?" Anderson asked,
moving into the circle of lanplight, scowing. He resented each further
attribute of the Plant, even those that served his purpose. "Al of them
linking up together down here this way?"

"There's one sure way to find out, sir--followit. If it takes us to
anot her primary root--"

"W don't have tinme to be Boy Scouts. Not until we've found the supplies
we dropped down that hole. WII we get to themthis way? O will we have to
backtrack and clinmb down the main root on the rope?"

"I couldn't say. This way is easier, faster and, for the nonment, safer
If the roots join up like this regularly, maybe we can find another way back
to the main root farther dowmn. So I'd say--"

"I"ll say," Anderson said, repossessing, somewhat, his authority. Buddy
was sent ahead with the |anmp and one end of the rope; the thirty others
followed after, Indian file. Anderson and Oville bringing up the rear had
only the sounds of the advance party to guide them both the Iight and the
rope were played out this far back

But there was a plenitude of sound: the shuffle of feet over the vines,
men swearing, Denny Stronberg crying. Every so often Greta inquired of the
dar kness: "Wiere are we?" or "Where the hell _are_ we?" But that was only one
noi se anong many. There were, already, a few prenopnitory sneezes, but they
went unnoticed. The thirty-one people noving through the root were stil
rat her shell-shocked. The rope they held to was at once their motive and their
will.

Ander son kept stumbling on the vines. Oville put an arm around the old
man's wai st to steady him Anderson tore it loose angrily. "You think |I'm somne
ki nd of invalid?" he said. "CGet the hell out of here!"

But the next tinme he stunbled, he went headl ong into the rough vines of
the floor, scratching his face. R sing, he had a dizzy spell and woul d have
fallen again without Orville's help. Despite hinself, he felt a tw nge of
gratitude for the armthat bore himup. In the darkness, he couldn't see that
Oville was smling.

Their path wound on down through the root, passing two nore
i ntersections such as the one above. Both tinmes Buddy turned |left, so that
their descent described, approximately, a spiral. The hollow of the root gave
no sign of dimnishing; if anything it had been growing | arger for the |ast
few yards. There was no danger of becom ng lost, for the shattering of the
root's lacy interior blazed an unm stakable trail through the Iabyrinth.

A commotion at the head of the Iine brought themto a halt. Anderson and
Oville pushed their way to the front.

Buddy handed the lanp to his father. "It's a dead end," he announced.
"We'| | have to go back the way we cane."

The root's holl ow was nuch enlarged at this point, and the cobwebby
stuff filling it nore condensed. Instead of shattering glassily under the
force of Anderson's blow, it tore off in handfuls, like rotted fabric.

Ander son pressed one of these pieces between his hands. Like the pink candy



floss at carnivals or like the airiest kind of white bread, it wadded into a
little ball less than an inch round.

"We' || push our way through," Anderson announced. He took a step back
then threw his shoulder like a football tackle into the yielding floss. His
nmonent um gave out two and a half yards ahead. Then, because there was not hi ng
solid beneath his feet, he began, slowy, to sink out of sight. |nexorably,
under his weight, the candy fl oss gave way. Buddy stretched his hand forward,
and Anderson was able barely to catch hold, fingertips hooked in fingertips.
Anderson pulled Buddy into the mire with him Buddy, falling in a horizontal
position, served somewhat as a parachute, and they sank nore slowy and cane
to a stop, safely, some ten feet bel ow

As they fell, a powerful sweetness, like the odor of rotting fruit,
filled the air behind them

Oville was the first to realize their good fortune. He wadded a mass of
the floss to mediumdensity and bit into it. The Plant's characteristic anise
flavor could be discerned, but there was besides a fullness and sweetness, a
sati sfaction, that was quite new. H s tongue recognized it before his mnd did
and craved another taste. No, not just his tongue--his belly. Every
mal nouri shed cell of his body craved nore.

"Throw us down the rope,"” Anderson shouted hoarsely. He was not hurt,
but he was shaken.

Instead of playing out the rope, Oville, with a happy, carefree shout,
dove into the flossy mass. As he was swallowed into its darkness, he addressed
the old man bel ow. "Your prayers have been answered, sir. You've |ed us across
the Red Sea, and now the Lord is feeding us manna. Taste the stuff--taste it!
W don't have to worry about those supplies. This is the reason for the
Plants. This is their fruit. This is manna from heaven."

In the brief stanpede over the edge, Mae Stronmberg sprai ned her ankle.
Ander son knew better than to pit his authority agai nst raw hunger. He
hesitated to eat the fruit hinself, for it could be poisonous, but his body's

need strai ned agai nst an overcautious will. If the rest of themwere to be
poi soned, he m ght as well join them

It tasted good.

_Yes_, he thought, _it nust seemlike manna to them. And even as the

sugary floss condensed on his tongue into droplets of honey, he hated the
Plant for seeming so much their friend and their deliverer. For making its
poi son so delicious.

At his feet the |anp burned unnaturally bright. The floor, though hard
enough to hold himup, was not rock-solid. He took out his pocket knife,
brushed away the matted floss, and cut a slice of this nore solid substance
fromthe fruit. jt was crisp, like an Idaho potato, and juicy. It had a
bl ander and less acid taste than the fl oss. He cut out another piece. He could
not stop eating.

Around Anderson, out of range of the lanp, the citizens of Tassel (but
was there still a Tassel of which they could be said to be citizens?) snuffled
and ate |like swine at a trough. Most of themdid not bother to press the floss
into confortable nouthfuls but pushed it blindly into their mouths, biting
their own fingers and gagging in their greedy haste. Strands of the pulp
adhered to their clothes and tangled in their hair. It stuck to the | ashes of
their closed eyes.

An upright figure advanced into the sphere of lanmplight. It was Jereniah

Oville. "I"'msorry,"” he said, "if | started all this. |I shouldn't have spoken
out of turn. | should have waited for you to say what to do. | wasn't
t hi nki ng. "
"That's all right," Anderson assured him his nmouth full of half-chewed
fruit. "It would have happened the sanme no matter what you did. O what |
did."
Oville sat down beside the older nan. "In the norning. " he began.
"Morning? It must be norning now " In fact, they had no way to know. The

only working tinepieces--an alarmclock and two wistwatches--had been kept in



a box in the cornnonroom for safety. No one escaping the fire had thought to
rescue the box.

"Well, when everyone's fed full and they've got sone sleep--that's what
| meant--then you can set themto work. W've lost a battle, but there's stil
a war to fight."

Oville' s tone was politely optimstic, but Anderson found it
oppressive. To have conme to sanctuary after a disaster did not erase the
menory of the disaster. Indeed, Anderson, now that he had stopped running from
it, was only just becom ng aware of its nagnitude. "Wat work?" he asked,
spitting out the rest of the fruit.

"\What ever work you say, sir. Exploring. Cearing out a space down here
to live in. Going back to the main root for the supplies we dropped there.
Pretty soon, you might even send a scout back to see if anything can be
sal vaged fromthe fire."

Anderson made no reply. Sullenly he recognized that Oville was right.
Sullenly he admired his resourceful ness, just as, twenty years earlier, he
m ght have adnmired an opponent's fighting style in a brawl at Red Fox Tavern.
Though to Anderson's taste the style was a little too fancy, you had to give
the bastard credit for keeping on his feet.

It was strange, but Anderson's whol e body was tensed as though for a
fight, as though he _had_ been drinking.

Oville was saying sonething. "_Wat'd_ you say?" Anderson asked in a
jeering tone. He hoped it was sonething that would give himan excuse to smash
his face in, the smart punk.

"I said--1"mvery sorry about your wife. | can't understand why she did
that. I know how you nmust be feeling."

Anderson's fists unclenched, his jaw grew slack. He felt the pressure of
tears behind his eyes, the pressure that had been there all al ong, but he knew
that he could not afford to give in to it. He could not afford the |east
weakness now.

"Thank you," he said. Then he cut out another |arge wedge of the
solider, nore succulent fruit, split it in twd, and gave part to Jerem ah
Oville. "You' ve done well tonight," he said. "I will not forget it."

Oville left himto whatever thoughts he had and went | ooking for
Bl ossom Anderson, alone, thought of his wife with a stony, dunb grief. He
coul d not understand why she had, as he considered it, commtted suicide.

He woul d never know, no one woul d know, that she had turned back for his
sake. He had not yet taken thought of the Bible that had been | eft behind, and
| ater, when he would, he would regret it no nore nor |less than Gracie's death
or the hundred other irredeenmabl e | osses he had suffered. But Lady had
foreseen quite accurately that w thout that one artifact, in which she herself
had had no faith, without the sanction it lent his authority, the old man
woul d be bereft, and that his strength, so | ong preserved, would soon
col l apse, like a roof when the tinmbers have rotted. But she had fail ed, and
her failure would never be understood.

More than one appetite demanded satisfaction that night. A satiety of
food produced, in nmen and wonen alike, an insatiable hunger for that which the
strict code of the cornmonroom had so | ong denied them Here, in warnth and
dar kness, that code no |onger obtained. In its stead, the perfect denocracy of
the carnival proclained itself, and liberty reigned for one brief hour

Hands brushed, as though by accident, other hands--exactly whose it nade
little difference. Death had not scrupled to sort out husband and wi fe, and
neither did they. Tongues cl eaned away the sweet, sticky filmfromlips that
had done feasting, net other tongues, Kkissed.

"They're drunk,"” Alice Nemerov stated unequivocally.

She, Maryann and Bl ossom sat in a separate cove dug fromthe pulp of the
fruit, listening, trying not to listen. Though each couple tried to observe a
decorous silence, the cunulative effect was unmi st akabl e, even to Bl ossom



"Drunk? How can that be?" Maryann asked. She did not want to talk, but
conversation was the only defense agai nst the vol uptuous sounds of the
dar kness. Talking and listening to Alice talk, she did not have to hear the
si ghi ng, the whispers--or wonder which was her husband's.

"We're all drunk, ny dears. Drunk on oxygen. Even with this stinking
fruit stinking things up, | know an oxygen tent when | snell it."

"I don't snell anything," Maryann said. It was perfectly true: her cold
had reached the stage where she couldn't even snell the cloying odor of the
fruit.

"I worked in a hospital, didn't 1? So | should know M dears, we're al
of us higher than kites."

"High as the flag on the Fourth of July," Blossomput in. She didn't
really mnd being drunk, if it was like this. Floating. She wanted to sing but
sensed that it wasn't the thing to do. Not now. But the song, once begun, kept
on inside her head: I'minlove, i'"'minlove, I'"'min love, I'min love, I'm
inlove with a wonderful guy_.

"Sssh!" Alice ssshed.

"Excuse _ne! " Blossomsaid, with a wee giggle. Perhaps her song had not
after all been altogether inside her head. Then, because she knew it was the
correct thing to do when tipsy, she hiccoughed a single, graceful hiccough
fingertips pressed delicately to her lips. Then, indelicately, she burped, for
there was gas on her stonmach.

"Are you all right, ny dear?" Alice asked, laying a solicitous hand on
Maryann's full wonb. "I mean, everything that's happened--"

"Yes. There, you see! He just noved."

The conversation | apsed, and through the breach the assault was renewed.
Now it was an angry, persistent sound, like the buzzing of a honeyconb.
Maryann shook her head, but the buzzing wouldn't stop. "Ch!" she gasped. "Ch!"

"There, there," Alice soothed.

"Who do you think is with hin?'" Maryann bl urted.

"Why, you're all upset for no reason at all," Blossomsaid. "He's
probably with Daddy and Orville this very mnute."

Bl ossom s obvi ous conviction al nost swayed Maryann. It _was_ possi bl e.
An hour ago (or less? or nmore?) Orville had sought out Bl ossom and expl ai ned
that he was taking her father (who was naturally very upset) to a nore private
spot, away fromthe others. He had found a way into another root, a root that
burrowed yet deeper into the earth. Did Blossomwant to go there with hin? O
per haps she preferred to stay with the |adies?

Alice had thought that Blossomwould prefer to stay with the ladies for
the tine being. She would join her father later, if he wi shed her to.

Anderson's departure, and the departure with him of the |anp, had been
the cue for all that followed. A nonth's danned energy spilled out and
covered, for alittle while, the face of sorrow, blotted out the too-clear
know edge of their defeat and of an ignonminy the features of which were only
j ust becom ng apparent.

A hand reached out of the darkness and touched Bl ossom s thigh. It was
Oville' s hand! it could be no other. She took the hand and pressed it to her
lips.

It was not Oville's hand. She screamed. Instantly, Alice had caught the
i ntruder by the scruff of his neck. He yel ped.

"Neil!" she exclained. "For pity's sake! That's your sister you're
pawi ng, you idiot! Now, _get! Go look for Geta.. O, on the other hand,
maybe you'd better not."

"You shut up!"™ Neil bellowed. "You ain't ny nother!™

She finally shoved Neil away. Then she |l aid her head down in Bl osson s
lap. "Drunk," she scolded sleepily. "Absolutely stoned." Then she began to
snore. In a few mnutes, Blossom slept too--and dreaned--and woke with a
little cry.

"What is it?" Maryann asked.

"Not hi ng, a dream" Bl ossom said. "Haven't you gone to sleep yet?"



"I can't." Though it was as quiet as death now, Maryann was stil
listening. What she feared npbst was that Neil _would_find his wife. And
Buddy. Toget her.

Buddy woke. It was still dark. It would always be dark now, here. There
was a wonan beside him whom he touched, though not to wake her. Assured that
she was neither Greta nor Maryann, he gathered his clothes and sidled away.
Strands of the sticky pulp caught on his bare back and shoul ders and nelted
t here, unpleasantly.

He was still feeling drunk. Drunk and drained. Oville bad a word for
the feeling--what was it?

Det unescent .

The grainy liquid trickled down his bare skin, made himshiver. But it
wasn't that he was cold. Though he was cold, come to think of it.

Craw i ng forward on hands and knees, he bunbl ed i nt o anot her sl eeping
couple. "Wha?" the woman said. She sounded like Greta. No matter. He craw ed
el sewhere

He found a spot where the pul p had not been disturbed and shoved his
body into it backward. Once you got used to the sticky feeling, it was quite
confortable: soft, warm snuggly.

He wanted light: sunlight, |anmplight, even the red, unsteady |ight of
last night's burning. Sonething in the present situation horrified himin a
way he did not understand, could not define. It was nore than the darkness. He
t hought about it and as he dropped off to sleep again it came to him

Wr rs.

They were wornms, crawling through an apple.

TEN: Falling to Pieces

"Who's _your_ favorite novie star, Blosson?" Geta asked.

"Audrey Hepburn. | only saw her in one novie--when | was nine years
ol d--but she was wonderful in that. Then there weren't any nore novies. Daddy
never approved, | guess."

"Daddy!" Greta snorted. She tore off a strand of fruit pulp fromthe
space overhead, lowered it lazily into her mouth, mashed it with her tongue
agai nst the back of her teeth. Sitting in that pitch-black cavity in the
fruit, her listeners could not see her do this, but it was evident from her
bl urred speech that she was eating again. "And you, Neil? Who's your
favorite?

"Charlton Heston. | used to go to anything with himinit."

"Me too," said Clay Kestner. "H m-and how about Marilyn _Mn_-roe? Any
of you fellas old enough to renmenber old Marilyn _Mn_-roe?"

"Marilyn Monroe was vastly overrated in my opinion," Geta nouthed.

"What do you say about that, Buddy? Hey, Buddy! Is he still here?"

"Yeah, I"'mstill here. |I never saw Marilyn Monroe. She was before ny
tinme."

"Ch, you m ssed sonething, kid. You really mssed sonething."

" I _saw Marilyn Monroe," Neil put in. "She wasn't before ny tine."

"And you still say Charlton Heston's your favorite?" Cay Kestner had a
boom ng, traveling-sal esman's |augh, gutsy and graceless. In forner years he
had been half-owner of a filling station

"Ch, | don't know," Neil said nervously.

Greta |l aughed too, for Cay had begun to tickle her toes. "You're all
wet, all of you," she said, still giggling but trying to stop. "I still say

that Kim Novak is the greatest actress who ever lived." She had been saying it
and saying it for fifteen mnutes, and it seenmed now that she would say it



agai n.

Buddy was nortally bored. He had thought it would be better to stay
behind with the younger set than to go along on another of his father's
t edi ous, purposel ess explorations through the |abyrinthine roots of the
Plants. Now that the supplies had been gathered in, now that they had | earned
everything about the Plant that there was to learn, there was no point in

wanderi ng about. And no point in sitting still. He had not realized till now,
till there was nothing to do, what a slave to work and Puritan busy-ness he
had becone.

He rose, and his hair (cut short now, |ike everyone else's) brushed

against the clinging fruit. The fruit pulp, when it dried and matted in one's
hair, was nore aggravating than a nosquito bite that couldn't be itched

"Where are you goi ng?" Greta asked, offended that her audi ence shoul d
desert her in the nmiddle of hen analysis of Kim Novak's peculiar charm

"I"ve got to throw up," Buddy said. "See you all later."

It was a plausi bl e enough excuse. The fruit, though it nourished them
had m nor side effects. They were all, a nonth later (such was the estimate on
whi ch they had agreed), still suffering fromdiarrhea, gas pains and

bel | yaches. Buddy al nost mi ght have wi shed he did have to vomit: it would have
been something to do.

Wrse than the stomach upsets had been the colds. Nearly everyone had
suffered fromthese too, and there had been no renedy but patience, sleep and
awll to recover. In nost cases these renmedies were sufficient, but three
cases of pneunoni a had devel oped, Denny Stronberg among them Alice Nemerov
did what she could do, but as she was the first to confess, she could do
not hi ng.

Buddy clinbed up the rope fromthe tuber into the root proper. Here he
had to wal k crouched, for the holl ow space in the root was only four and a
hal f feet in dianeter. Bit by bit over the last nonth, the party had noved
down many hundreds of feet--to a depth, Oville had estimted, of at I|east
1,200 feet. Way, the Alworth Building wasn't that high. Not even the Foshay
Tower in Mnneapolis! At this depth the tenperature was a rel axed seventy
degr ees.

There was a rustling sound cl ose ahead. "Who's that?" Buddy and Maryann
asked, alnmost in unison

"What are you doi ng here?" Buddy asked his wife in a surly tone.

"Maki ng nmore rope--but don't ask me why. It's just sonething to do. It
keeps me busy. |'ve shredded up sone of the vines, and now |I'm putting them
back together." She | aughed weakly. "The vines were probably stronger than ny
ropes."

"Here, take ny hands--show them how to do it."

"You!" When Buddy's hands touched hers, she continued busily knitting so
that her fingers would not trenble. "Wiy would you want to do that?"

"As you say--it's sonmething to do."

She began to guide his clunsy fingers but grew confused frying to keep
in mnd that his right hand was in her left and vice versa. "Maybe if | sat
behind you . . ." she suggested. But as it turned out, she couldn't even close
her arms around his chest. Her belly was in the way.

"How i s he?" Buddy asked. "WII it be rmuch | onger?"

"He's fine. It should be any day now "

It worked out as she had hoped: Buddy sat behind her, his thighs
cl enched about her spread legs, his hairy arns beneath hers, supporting them
like the arnrests of a chair. "So teach nme," he said.

He was a slow | earner, not used to this kind of work, but his slowness
only made hima nore interesting pupil. They wore away an hour or nore before
he was ready to start his own rope. Wen he had finished it, the fibers fel
apart like shreds of tobacco sliding out of a beginner's cigarette.

From deep inside the tuber came the nmusic of Greta's |augh, and then
G ay's bass-drum acconpani nent. Buddy had no desire to rejoin them He had no
desire to go anywhere except back to the surface, its fresh air, its radiance,



its changi ng seasons.

Maryann apparently was having simlar thoughts. "Do you suppose it's
Ground Hog's Day yet?"

"Ch, 1'd say another week. Even if we were up there where we coul d see
whet her or not the sun was out, | doubt there'd be any groundhogs left to go
| ooking for their shadows.™"

"Then Bl ossom s birthday could be today. W should rem nd her."

"How old is she now? Thirteen?"

"You' d better not let her hear that. She's fourteen and very enphatic
about it."

Anot her sound cane out of the fruit: a woman's angui shed cry. Then a
silence, wi thout echoes. Buddy |eft Maryann on the instant to find Qut what
had caused it. He returned shortly. "It's Mae Stronberg. Her Denny's dead.
Alice Nenerov's taking care of her now "

" Pneunoni a?"

"That, and he hasn't been able to hold any food."

"Ah, the poor thing."

The Plant was very efficient. In fact, as plants go, it couldn't be
beat. It had already proved that. The nmore you | earned about it, the nore you
had to admire it. If you were the sort to admire such things.

Consider its roots, for instance. They were hollow. The roots of
conpar abl e, Earth-evolved plants (a redwdod is roughly conparable) are solid
and woody t hroughout. But what for? The bul k of such roots is functionless; in
effect, it is so nuch dead matter. Aroot's only job is to transport water and
mnerals up to the | eaves and, when they've been synthesized into food, to
carry them back down again. To acconplish this, a root nust hold itself rigid
enough to withstand the constant pressure of the soil and rock around it. All
these things the Plant did excellently well--better, considering its
di mensi ons, than the nost efficient of Earth's own plants.

The greater open space within the root allowed the passage of nore
water, nore quickly and farther. The tracheids and vessel s that conduct water
up through an ordinary root do not have a tenth of the capacity of the
expansi bl e capillaries that were the cobwebs of the Plant. Sinilarly, the
vines lining the hollowroots could in a single day transport tons of liquid
gl ucose and other materials fromthe | eaves down to the tubers of fruit and
the still-growing roots at the I owest |evels. These were to the phl oem of
ordinary plants as an intercontinental pipeline is to a garden hose. The
hol | ow space within the root served a further purpose: it supplied the
net hermost regions of the Plant with air. These roots, stretching so far bel ow
the airy topsoil, did not have, as other roots would, an independent supply of
oxygen. It had to be brought to them Thus, fromthe tips of its |leaves to the
farthest rootcaps, the Plant _breathed_. It was this multifarious capacity for
rapid and | arge-scale transportation that had accounted for the Plant's
i nordinate rate of growh.

The Plant was economical; it wasted nothing. As its roots sank deeper
and thickened, the Plant digested even itself, formng thereby the hollow in
whi ch the conpl ex network of capillaries and vines then took shape. The wood
that was no | onger needed to maintain a rigid exoskel eton was broken down into
useful food.

But the fundamental econony of the Plant, its final excellence,
consisted in none of these partial features, but rather in the fact that al
Plants were one Plant. As certain insects have, by social organization,
achi eved that which to their individual menbers woul d have been inpossible, so
the separate Plants, by formng a single, indivisible whole, had hei ghtened
their effective power exponentially. Materials that were not available to one
m ght be available to another in superfluity. Water, mnerals, air, food--al
were shared in the spirit of true communi sm from each according to his
ability, to each according to his need. The resources of an entire continent



were at its disposal; it did not want for much.

The nmechani sm by which the socialization of the individual Plants took
pl ace was very sinple. As soon as the first branch roots budded fromthe
vertical primary root, they nmoved by a sort of mutual tropismtoward the
ki ndred branch roots of other Plants. Wen they net, they nerged. \Wen they
had merged indi ssolubly, they diverged, seeking still another union at a
deeper |evel. The many becane one.

You had to admire the Plant. It was really a very beautiful thing, if
you | ooked at it objectively, as, say, Jeremah Oville |looked at it.

O course, it had had advantages other plants hadn't had. It had not had
to evolve all by itself. It was also very well cared for

Even so, there were pests. But that was being | ooked after. This was
after all, only its first season on Earth.

By the time Anderson, Oville and the other nmen (those who'd bothered to
cone) returned fromthat day's exploration deeper into the Plant, Me
Stronberg had al ready di sappeared. So had her son's corpse. In her last hours
wi th the dying boy, she had not said a word or wept a tear, and when he died
t here had been only that single maddened outcry. The | oss of her husband and
daught er she had borne nuch less calmy; she had felt, perhaps, that she could
afford to lose them-could afford, therefore, to grieve for them afterwards.
Grieving is a luxury. Now she was left only grief.

There were twenty-ni ne people, not counting Mae Stronberg. Anderson
called for an assenbly right anay. O the twenty-nine, only the two wonen
still down with pneunonia and Alice Nemerov were absent.

"I am afraid," Anderson began, after a short prayer, "that we are
falling to pieces." There was some coughing and a shuffle of feet. He waited
for it to pass, then continued: "I can't blane anyone here for Mae's running
off like this. I can't very well blanme Mae either. But those of us who have
been spared this last blow and gui ded here by D vine Providence, those of us,
that is to say . "

He stopped, irretrievably tangled in his own words--sonething that had
been happening to himincreasingly of late. He pressed a hand to his forehead
and drew a deep breath.

"What | mean to say is this: W can't just lay around eating mlk and
honey. There is work to be done. W nust strengthen ourselves for the trials
ahead, and. . . . And, that is to say, we nust not |et ourselves go soft.

"Today | have gone down |ower into these infernal tunnels, and I found
out that the fruit down there is better. Smaller and firner--there's | ess of
this sugar candy. | also found that there's less of this oxygen, which has
been . . . | nean to say that up here we're turning into a bunch of-- what was
t hat word?"

"Lotus-eaters,"” Oville said.

"A bunch of |otus-eaters. Exactly. Now this must _stop --" He struck his
palmwi th his clenched fist in enphasis.

Greta, who had had her hand up during the latter half of this speech, at
| ast spoke up without waiting for recognition. "May | ask a question?"

"What is it, Geta?"

" What _ work? | just don't see what it is that we' ve been negl ecting.

"Well, we haven't been doing _any_ work, girl. That's plain to see.™

"That doesn't answer ny question."”

Ander son was aghast at this effrontery--and fromher. Two nonths ago he
could have had her stoned as an adultress--and now the harl ot was vaunting her
pride and rebellion for everyone to see.

He shoul d have answered her challenge with a blow. He should have
quelled that pride by letting it be known, even now, just what she was: a
harl ot--and with her husband's brother. That he did not return her attack was
a weakness, and everyone could see that too.

After a |long boding silence, he returned to his speech as though there



had been no interruption. "W've got to get the lead out! W can't _lay
around_ like this. W'll keep on the nove fromnow on. Every day. W won't sit
around in one place. W'll _explore_."

"There's nothing _to_ explore, M. Anderson. And _why_should we nove
every day? Wiy not cl ear out one space that's confortable and live there?
There's enough food in just one of these big potatoes--"

"Enough! That's enough, Greta! |'ve said all 1'mgoing to. Tonorrow
we- - "

Greta stood up, but instead of noving forward into the | anplight, she
backed away. "It is not enoughi |'ve had enough of _you . I'msick and tired
of being ordered around like | was a slave. |I've had _enough_ of it, I'm

t hrough! Mae Stronberg did the right thing when shc--"

"Sit down, Geta," the old man ordered, his sternness breaking into nere
stridency. "Sit down and shut up."

"Not me. Not Greta. Not any nore. |I'mgoing. | have had it. From now on
| do as | damm well please, and anyone that wants to come along is wel cone.”

Anderson drew his pistol and pointed it at the shadowy figure outside of
the lanp's full light. "Neil, you tell your wife to sit down. If she don't
"Il shoot her. And I'll shoot to kill--by God_ I will!"

"Uh, sit down, Geta," Neil urged.

"You won't shoot me--and do you want to know why you won't shoot ne?
Because |'m pregnant. You wouldn't kill your own grandchild, now would you?
And there's no doubt he _is_ your grandchild."

It was a lie, a conplete fabrication, but it served its purpose.

"My grandchil d?" Anderson echoed, aghast. "My _grandchild!_" He turned
his Python on Buddy. His hand trenbled--with rage or sinply with infirmty,
one could not tell

"It wasn't me," Buddy blurted. "I swear it wasn't ne."

Greta had di sappeared into the darkness, and three men were scranbling
to their feet, eager to follow her. Anderson shot four bullets into the back
of one of the men. Then, utterly spent, senseless, he collapsed over the
feebly burning lanp. It was extingui shed.

The man he had killed was C ay Kestner. The fourth bullet, passing
through C ay's chest, had entered the brain of a woman who had leapt up in
pani ¢ at Anderson's first shot.

There were now twenty-four of them not counting Geta and the two nen
who had gone of f with her

ELEVEN: A Natural Death

Anderson's hair was conming out in handfuls. Maybe it would have at his
age in any case, but he blamed it on his diet. The meager supplies rescued
fromthe fire had been rationed out in dribs and drabs, and the little corn
that remai ned now was for Maryann and for seed when they returned to the
sur f ace.

He scratched at his flaky scalp and cursed the Plant, but it was a
hal f - hearted curse--as though he were peeved with an enpl oyer, instead of at
war with an eneny. H's hatred had becone tainted with gratitude; his strength
was quitting him

More and nmore he pondered the question of who was to succeed him It was
a wei ghty question: Anderson was perhaps the | ast [eader in the world--a king
al nost, undoubtedly a patriarch.

Though generally he believed in prinmogeniture, he wondered if a
di fference of only three nonths m ght not be construed charitably in favor of
t he younger son. He refused to think of Neil as a bastard, and he had
therefore been obliged to treat the boys as twins--inpartially.

There was sonething to be said for each of them-and not enough for



either. Neil was a steady worker, not given to conplai mgs, and strong; he had
the instincts of a |leader of nmen, if not all the abilities. However, he was
stupi d: Anderson could not help but see it. He was also . . . well, disturbed.
Just how he was disturbed or why, Anderson did not know, though he suspected
that Geta was in sone way responsible. Considering this problem he tended to
be vague, to eye it obliquely or as through snoked glass, as we are told to
observe an eclipse. He did not want to learn the truth if he could help it.

Buddy, on the other hand, though he possessed nany of the qualities
lacking in his half-brother, was not to be relied upon. He had proven it when
in the face of his father's sternest disapproval, he had gone to live in
M nneapol i s; he had proven it conclusively on Thanksgi vi ng Day. When Anderson
had found his son in, as he supposed, the very comm ssion of the act, it had
become quite clear that Buddy woul d not succeed to his own high place.
Anderson, in passing fromearly manhood to m ddl e age, had devel oped an
unr easoni ng horror of adultery. That he had once been adulterate hinself and
that one of his children was the fruit of such an union did not occur to him
now. He would, in fact, have denied it outright--and, he woul d have believed
hi s deni al .

For a long time it had seenmed that no one could possibly take his place.
Therefore, he would have to carry on alone. Each time his sons had shown new
weaknesses, Anderson had felt a corresponding growh in strength and purpose.
Secretly, he had thrived on their failings.

Then Jeremiah Orville had entered the scene. |In August, Anderson had
been noved by reasons which were obscure and (it now seened) God-given to
spare the man. Today he trenbled at his sight--as Saul must have trenbl ed when
he first realized that young David woul d suppl ant himand his son Jonat han
Anderson tried desperately both to deny this and to accommodate hinself to his
apparent heir. (He constantly feared that he would, like that earlier king,
war agai nst the Lord's annointed and damm hinmself in the act. Belief in
predesti nati on has deci dedly some di sadvantages.) As by degrees, he bent his

will to this unpleasant task (for, though he admired Orville, he did not I|ike
hinm); his strength and purpose quitted himby equal degrees. Oville, wthout
even knowing it, was killing him

It was night. That is to say, they had once again journeyed to
exhaustion. As Anderson was the arbiter of what constituted exhaustion, it was
evident to everyone that the old man was being worn down: as after the verna
equi nox, each day was shorter than the day that had gone before.

The old man scratched at his flaky scal p, and cursed sonething, he
couldn't remenmber exactly what, and fell asleep without thinking to take a
count of heads. Oville, Buddy and Neil each took the count for him Oville
and Buddy both arrived at twenty-four. Neil, sonehow, had cone up wth
twent y- si x.

"But that's not possible,"” Buddy pointed out.

Nei | was adamant: he had counted twenty-six. "Wadaya think--1 can't
~count _, for Christ's sake?"

Since Geta's departure, a nonth or so had gone by. No one was keeping
track of the time any |longer. Some maintained it was February; others held for
March. Fromthe expeditions to the surface they knew only that it was stil
wi nter. They needed to know no nore than that.

Not everyone went al ong. |ndeed, besides Anderson, his two sons and
Oville, there were only three other nmen. A pernanent base of operations was
agai n being nmaintained for those, |ike Maryann and Alice, who could not spend
the day crawling through the roots. The number of those who deened thensel ves
i ncapabl e had grown daily until there were just as many |otus-eaters as
bef ore. Anderson pretended to ignore the situation, fearing to provoke a worse
one.

Anderson | ed the men up by the usual route, which was marked by ropes
t hat Maryann had braided. It was no | onger possible for themto find their way



about by the Ariadne's thread of broken capillaries, for in their explorations
t hey had broken so many that they had created a | abyrinth of their own.

It was near the surface, at about the sixty-degree |level, that they cane
across the rats. At first it was |like the hunm ng of a beehive, though higher
pitched. The nen's first thought was that the incendiaries had at |ast cone
down into the roots after them Wen they had ventured into the tuber from
whi ch the noi se was coning, the humm ng rose to a raspy whine, as though a
coloratura's aria were being broadcast at peak vol ume over a bad
publ i c-address system The solid-seemnm ng darkness beyond the |anp's reach
wavered and dissolved to a |ighter shade as thousands of rats tunbled over
each other to get into the fruit. The walls of the passage were honeyconbed
with the rats' tunnelings.

"Rats!" Neil exclainmed. "Didn't | say it was rats that gnawed their way

t hrough that root up above? Didn't |, huh? Well, here they are. There nust be
amllion of them™
"If there aren't now, there will be before very long," Oville agreed.

"I wonder if they're all in this one tuber?"

"What possible difference can it make?" Anderson asked inpatiently.
"They've left us well enough alone, and | for one feel no need to keep them
conpany. They seemcontent to eat this damm candied apple, and |'mcontent to
let themeat it. They can eat the whole of it, of all of them for all

care." Sensing that he had gone too far, he said, in a nore subdued tone:
"There's nothing we can do against an army of rats, in any case. | have only
one cartridge left in the revolver. | don't know what |I'msaving it for, but I

know it isn't for a rat."”

"I was thinking of the future, M. Anderson. Wth all this food
avai | abl e and no natural enem es to keep them down, these rats will nultiply
out of all bounds. They may not threaten our food supply now, but what about
six nmonths fromnow? a year from now?"

"Before the sumer has begun, Jereniah, we won't be |iving down here.
The rats are welcone to it then."

"We'll still be depending on it for food though. It's the only food
left--unless you want to breed the, rats. Personally, |'ve never |iked the
taste. And there's next winter to think about. Wth the little seed that's
left for planting-- even if it's still good--we can't possibly get through the
winter. | don't like to live like this any nore than the next man, but it's a

way to survive. The only way, for the time being."

"Ah, that's a lot of hooey!" Neil said, in support of his father.

Ander son | ooked weary, and the lantern, which he had been holding up to
exam ne the perforations of the wall of the passage, sank to his side. "You're
right, Jerem ah. As usual." His lips curled in an angry snmile, and he swung
his bare foot (shoes were too precious to be wasted down here) at one of the
rat hol es from which two bright eyes had been staring up intently, exam ning
t he exam ners. "Bastards!" he shouted. "Sons of bitches!" There was a squeal
and a fat, furry ball of ratfiesh sailed on a high arc out of range of the
| anpl i ght. The whini ng, which had grown sonmewhat quieter, rose in volune,
answeri ng Anderson's chal |l enge.

Oville put a hand on the old man's shoul der. Hi s whol e body was shaki ng
with helpless rage. "Sir.. ." Oville protested. "Please."

"The bastard bit me," Anderson grunbled

"We can't afford to scatter them now. Qur best hopc--"

"Hal f took off ny toe," he said, stooping to feel the injury. "The
bastard. "

"--is to contain them here. To block up all the passages out of this
tuber. Otherw se . " Oville shrugged. The alternative was clear

"Then how do _we_ get out?" Neil objected smugly.

"Ch, shut up, Neil," Anderson said wearily. "Wth what?" he asked
Oville. "W haven't got anything a hungry rat couldn't chew his way through
in five mnutes."”

"W have an axe though. W can weaken the walls of the roots so that



they collapse in on thensel ves. The pressure at this depth is trenendous. That
wood nust be hard as iron, but if we can chip and scrape enough of it away at
the right points, the earth itself will block the passages. Rats can't chew
their way through basalt. There's a danger that the cave-in will get out of
hand, but | think I can see that it won't. A mining engineer usually has to
prevent cave-ins, but that's good training for someone who has to produce
them™

"Il let you try. Buddy, go back and get the axe--and anything el se
with a cutting edge. And send those other |otuseaters up here. Neil and the
rest of you, spread out to each of the entrances of this potato and do what
you can to keep the rats inside. They don't seem very anxious to |eave yet,
but they may when the walls start tunbling down. Jerem ah, you conme with ne

and show ne what you nmean to do. | don't understand why the whole thing isn't
going to come down on our heads when we--CGod dam!"

"What is it?"

"My toe! Damed rat really took a hunk out of it. Well, we'll show these
bast ards!"

The exterm nation of the rats, succeeded--if anything, too well. Oville

attacked the first root at just the point where it belied outward to becone
the hard, spherical shell of the fruit. He worked hours, shaving off thin
slices of wood, watching for any sign of stress that would give himan
opportunity to escape, scraping away a little nore, watching. Wen it cane
down, there was no warning. Suddenly Orville stood in the nmidst of thunder. He
was lifted off his feet by the shock wave and hurled back into the passage.

The entire tuber had collapsed in upon itself.

Wat chers at the other entrances reported no escaped rats, but there had
been a fatality: one nman, having m ssed his lunch (Anderson insisted that they
eat only three tinmes a day, and then sparingly), stepped into the tuber for a
handful of fruit pulp at exactly the wong nonent. He, the fruit pulp and sone
few t housand rats were now being converted, at a nodest, geol ogical pace, into
petrol eum A basalt wall of perfect, Euclidean flatness bl ocked each of the
entrances to the tuber; it had conme down quickly and neatly as a guillotine.

Ander son, who had not been present to witness the event (shortly after
Oville had begun his work, he had had yet another fainting fit; they cane
nore and nore frequently of late), was incredul ous when it was reported to
him Oville's _ex post facto_ explanation did not convince him "Wat's
Buckm nster Wat's-his-name got to do with anything? | ask a sinple question,
and you carry on about geographic dones."

"It's only a supposition. The walls of the tuber have to w thstand
i ncredi bl e pressures. Buckm nster Fuller was an architect--an engineer, if you
prefer--who built things so they'd do just that. He designed skel etons, you
m ght say. Designed themso that if the | east part was weakened, the whole
body woul d gi ve way. Like when you renove the keystone of an arch--except that
they were all keystones."

"This is a fine time to | earn about Buckmi nster Fuller-- when a man's
been killed."

"I"'msorry, sir. | appreciate that it was ny responsibility. | should
have given nore thought to the matter before rushing ahead."
"It can't be helped now Go find Alice and bring her here. |I'm com ng

down with a fever--and that ratbite hurts nore every mnute."

_His responsibility indeed!  Anderson thought, when Orville had |eft
him Well, it would be his responsibility soon enough. He had better call an
assenbly while he still had his wits about himand announce it for a fact.

But that would be tantamount to his own abdication. No, he would bide
his tine.

Meanwhi |l e, he had had a new i dea--a way of legitimatizing Orville as his
heir: Oville would becone Anderson's son--his el dest son--by way of narriage.

But he bal ked at this step too. Blossomstill seened so young to



him-hardly nore than a child. Only a few nonths ago he had seen her with the
other children playing jacks on the floor of the commonroom Marriage? He
would talk to Alice Nenerov about it. A woman al ways knew best about these
t hi ngs. Anderson and Alice were the two ol dest survivors. That fact, and the
death of Anderson's wife, had forced themw lly-nilly into each other's
conf i dence.

While he waited for her, he nassaged his little toe. Wiere it had been
bitten it was now nunb; the pain was coming fromthe rest of the foot.

That ni ght when the headcount was taken (Anderson being even less in a
condition to do so), Oville and Buddy both came up with a figure of
twenty-three. Neil, this time, counted twenty-four

"He's slow," Buddy joked. "Gve himtime. He'll catch up with us yet."

Alice Nenerov, R N, knew Anderson was going to die. Not just because
she was a nurse and coul d recogni ze gangrene fromits unremarkabl e inception
She had seen himbegin to die long before he was bitten by the rat, even
before the fainting fits had become a daily occurrence. Wen an old person is
getting ready to die, you can see it all over him witten in neon. But
because she _was_ a nurse, and because she had cone despite herself to like
the old man, she tried to do sonething to keep himalive.

For this reason she had persuaded himto delay speaking to Orville and
Bl ossom about his intentions for them She led himon fromday to day with a
carrot of hope. At least it |ooked |Iike hope.

At first, when the hope had been real, she had tried to suck off the
infection, as in snakebite. The only effect was that she had grown nauseous
and couldn't eat for two days. Now, half his foot was a dusky, dead bl ue.
Decomposition would set in very quickly, if it had not already begun

"Why don't you keep sucking off the infection?" Neil asked. He wanted to
wat ch agai n.

"I't wouldn't do any good now. He's dying."

"You could _try . That's the least you could do." Neil bent down and
exam ned his father's sleeping face. "lIs he breathing better now?"

"Sonetines his breath comes very hard. Sonetinmes he scarcely seens to
breathe at all. Neither synptomis out of the ordinary."

"His feet are cold," Neil said critically.

"What do you expect?" Alice snapped at him past all patience. "Your
father is dying. Don't you understand that? Only an anputation could save him
at this point, and in his condition he couldn't survive anputation. He's worn
out, an old man. He wants_to die."

"That's not ny fault, is it? Neil shouted. Anderson woke for a nonent
at the noise, and Neil went away. His father had changed so nuch in the | ast
few days that Neil felt awkward with him It was |like being with a stranger

"The baby--is it a boy or a girl?" H's voice was barely audible.

"We dbn't know yet, M. Anderson. It may take another hour. But no nore
than that. Everything is ready. She made the ligatures herself, from scraps of
rope. Buddy went up to the surface for a bucket of snow-he says it was a rea
March blizzard up there--and we've been able to sterilize the knife and wash
out a couple of pieces of cotton. It won't be a hospital delivery, but I'm
sure it will be all right."

"W nust pray."

" _You_ nust pray, M. Anderson. You know | don't hold with those
t hi ngs."

Anderson smiled, and it was not, for a wonder, a really unpl easant
expression. Dying seened to nellow the old man; he had never been nicer than
now. "You're just like ny wife, just |like Lady. She must be in hell for her
sins and her scoffing, but hell can't be nuch worse than this. Sonehow,

t hough, | can't imagine her there."



"Judge not |est ye be judged, M. Anderson."

"Yes, Lady would al ways hark on that one too. It was her favorite
Scripture.”

Buddy interrupted them "Tinme now, Alice."

"Go on, go on, don't dally here,"” Anderson urged. Unnecessarily, for she
was al ready gone, taking the lanp with her. The darkness began to cover him
i ke a wool en bl anket, like a conforter

_If it's a boy_, Anderson thought, _| can die happy._.

It was a boy.

Anderson was trying to say sonmething. Neil could not make out quite
what. He bent his ear closer to the old man's dry lips. He couldn't believe
that his father was dying. His father! He didn't like to think about it.

The old man nmunbl ed sonething. "Try and talk louder,"” Neil shouted into
his good ear. Then to the others standing around: "Were's the | amp? Were's
Alice? She should be here now. What are you all standing around |ike that
for?

"Alice is with the baby," Bl ossom whi spered. "She said she'd be only
anot her mnute.”

Then Anderson spoke again, |oud enough for Neil but no one else to hear
"Buddy." That was all he said, though he said it several tinmnes.

"What' d he say?" Bl ossom asked.

"He said he wants to talk to ne alone. The rest of you, go away and
| eave us together, huh? Dad's got things he wants to tell ne alone.”

There were shufflings and sighs as the few people who were not yet
sl eeping (the waking period having ended many hours ago) wal ked of f into other
areas of the tuber to |l eave father and son together. Neil strained to hear the
| east sound that woul d have nmeant that one of themrenained nearby. In this
abysnmal dar kness, privacy was never a sure thing.

"Buddy ain't here," he said at |ast, assured that they were alone. "He's
wi th Maryann and the baby. So's Alice. There's sone kind of problem about the
way it breathes.” Neil's throat was dry, and when he tried to nake saliva and
swal lowit, it hurt. _Alice_, he thought angrily, _shouldn't be off somewhere

el se now_. Al people talked about, it seened to Neil, was the baby, the baby.
He was sick of the baby. Did anybody care about _his_ baby?
Curiously, Geta's lie had made its nost lasting inpression on Neil. He

believed in it with the nost literal, unquestioning faith, just as Maryann
believed in Christ's virgin birth. Neil had the ability to brush aside nere
i nconveni ent facts and considerations of logic |ike cobwebs. He had even
decided that _his_ baby's nane was to be Neil Junior. That would show ol d
Buddy- boy!

"Then get Oville, will you?" Anderson whi spered vexedly. "And bring the
ot hers back. | have sonething to say."

"You can tell it to ne, huh? Huh, Dad?"

"CGet Oville, | said!"™ The old nan began to cough

"Ckay, okay!" Neil wal ked sone distance fromthe small hollow in the
fruit where his father was |lying, counted to a hundred (skipping, in his
haste, everything between fiftynine and seventy), and returned. "Here he is,
Dad, just like you said."

Anderson did not think it extraordinary that Orville should not greet
him Everyone, these |ast days, was nmute in his presence, the presence of

death. "I should have said this before, Jerem ah," he began, speaking rapidly,
afraid that this sudden renewal of strength would desert himbefore he could
finish. "lI'"ve waited too | ong. Though |I know you' ve been expecting it. | could
tell by your eyes. So there was no need to--" He broke off, coughing. "Here,"
(he gestured feebly in the darkness) "take ny revolver. There's only one
bullet left, but some of themsee it as a sort of synmbol. It's just as well to

let them There were so nmany things | wanted to tell you, but there was no
tinme."



Nei | had grown nore and nore agitated during his father's val edictory,
and at last he could not contain hinmself: "Wat are you tal king about, Dad?"

Ander son chuckl ed. "He doesn't understand yet. Do _you_ want to tel
him or shall 1?" There was a long silence. "Oville?" Anderson asked in a
changed voi ce.

"Tell me what, Dad? What don't | understand?"”

"That Jeremiah Oville is taking over fromnow on. So bring himherel™

"Dad, you don't mean that." Neil began to chew fretfully on his | ower
l[ip. "He ain't an Anderson. He ain't even one of the village. Listen, Dad,
["Il tell you what--1'I1 take over, huh? 1'd do a better job than him Just
give me a chance. That's all | ask, just one chance."

Anderson didn't reply. Neil began all over again, in a softer, nore
per suasi ve tone. "Dad, you gotta understand--Orville ain't one of us."

"He will be soon enough, you little bastard. Now bring him here."

"What do you nean by that?"

"I mean I'mmarrying himto your sister. Now cut out the crap and bring
hi m here. And your sister too. Bring every. body here."

"Dad, you can't nean that, Dad!"

Ander son woul dn't say another word. Neil showed himall the reasons it
was i npossible for Oville to marry Bl ossom Wy, Blossomwas only twelve
years old! She was his sister--Neil's sister! Didn't he understand that? And
who was this Orville character anyhow? He wasn't anybody. They shoul d have
killed himlong ago, along with the other marauders. Hadn't Neil said so at
the tine? Neil would kill himnow, if Anderson only said the word. How about
it?

No matter what argunents Neil offered, the old man just lay there. \WA3
he dead? Neil wondered. No, he was still breathing. Neil was in msery.

H s keen ears picked up the sounds of others returning. "Leave us
al one!" he shouted at them They went away again, unable to hear Anderson's
orders to the contrary.

"We've got to talk this thing over, you and nme, Dad," Neil pleaded.
Ander son woul dn't say a word, not a word

Wth tears in his eyes, Neil did what he had to do. He pinched together
the old man's nostrils and held his other hand down tightly over the old man's
mouth. He wiggled around a little at first, but he was too weak to put up nuch
of a struggle. Wen the old nan was very, very quiet, Neil took his hands away
and felt if he was still breathing.

He wasn't.

Then Neil took the holster and pistol off the old man aml strapped it
about his own thicker body. It was a sort of synbol.

Shortly afterward Alice cane, with the lanp, and felt the dead man's
wist. "Wien did he die? she asked.

"Just a minute ago," Neil said. It was bard to understand him he was
crying so. "And he asked ne--he told me | should take his place. And he gave
me his pistol."

Alice | ooked at Neil suspiciously. Then she bent over the face of the
corpse and studied it attentively under the |lanp. There were bruises on the
sides of his nose, and his lip was cut and bl eeding. Neil was bendi ng over
behi nd her. He coul dn't understand where the bl ood had conme from

"You nurdered him" Neil couldn't believe his ears: she had called him
_a nmurderer!

He hit Alice over the top of the head with the butt of the pistol. Then
he wi ped away the blood trickling down his father's chin and spread fruit pulp
over the cut lip.

More people cane. He explained to themthat his father was dead, that
he, Neil Anderson, was to take over his father's place. He al so expl ai ned t hat
Alice Nenerov had let his father die when she could have saved him Al her
tal k about |ooking after the baby was so nuch hogwash. It was just as bad as
if she'd killed himoutright. She woul d have to be executed, as an exanple.
But not right away. For now they'd just tie her up. And gag her. Neil attended



to the gag hinself.

They obeyed him They were accustomed to obeyi ng Anderson, and they had
been expecting Neil to take over fromhimfor a long time--for years. O
course, they didn't believe Alice was in any way guilty, but then neither had
they believed a | ot of things Anderson had told them and they' d al ways obeyed
hi m anyhow. Maybe i f Buddy had been there, he would have put up nore of a
fuss. But he was with Maryann and his newborn son, who was still weakly. They
didn't dare bring the baby near his grandfather for fear of infection

Besi des, Neil was waving the Python around rather freely. They all knew
there was a bullet left, and no one wanted to be the first to start an
argunent .

When Alice was securely bound, Neil asked where Orville was. Nobody, as
it turned out, had seen or heard fromhimfor several mnutes.

"Find himand bring himhere. R ght now Blossonl Were's Blosson? | saw
her here a mnute ago." BU Bl ossomtoo was nowhere to be found.

"She's gotten lost!" Neil exclaimed, in a flash of understanding. "She's
lost in the roots. We'll get up a search party. But first, find Oville.
No--first help me with this." Neil grabbed up Alice by the shoul ders. Sonebody
el se took her feet. She didn't weigh nore than a feedbag, and the pearest
taproot where there was a sheer vertical drop wasn't two m nutes away. They
dropped her down the shaft. They couldn't see how far she fell, because Nei
had forgotten to Sting the I anp. No doubt, she fell a long, |ong way.

Now hi s father was revenged. Now he would | ook for Orville. There was
only one bullet left in his father's Colt Python .357 Magnum It was for
Oville.

But first_ he nust find Bl ossom She nmust have run off somewhere when
she heard her father was dead. Neil could understand that. The news had upset
hi mtoo, upset him sonething terrible.

First, they'd ook for Blossom Then they'd I ook for Orville. He hoped,
how he hoped, that he wouldn't find themtogether. That would be too awful for
wor ds.

TWELVE: Ghosts and Monsters

_You'd better hide_, she thought, and that was how she gol |ost.

Once, when Bl ossom was seven, her parents had gone to Duluth for the
weekend, taking the baby, Jimmie Lee with them |eaving her alone in the big
two-story house on the outskirts of Tassel. It was their eighteenth weddi ng
anni versary. Buddy and Neil, both big boys then, had gone away--one to a
dance, the other to a baseball game. For a while she had watched tel evision
then she played with her dolls. The house becane very dark, but it was her
father's rule never to turn on nore than one lanp at a tine. Other. w se, you
wast ed current.

She didn't mind being a _little_ scared. There was even sonething nice
about it. So she turned off _all_ the lights and pretended the Mnster was
trying to find her in the dark. Hardly daring to breathe and on the tips of
her toes, she found safe hiding places for all her children: Lulu, because she
was bl ack anyway, in the coal bin in the basenent; Ladybird, behind the cats'
box; Nelly, the oldest, in the wastebasket by Daddy's desk. It got scarier and
scarier. The Monster | ooked everywhere in the living roomfor her except the
one pl ace she was--behind the platformrocker. Wen he left the Iiving room
Bl ossom crept up the stairs, keeping close to the wall so they wouldn't creak
But one _did_ creak, and the Monster heard it and came gal | unmphing up the
stairs behind her. Wth an excited shout she ran into the first room and shut
t he door behind her. It was Neil's bedroom and the big horned nbosehead
gl owered down at her fromhis place over the chest of drawers. She had al ways
been afraid of that npose, but she was even nore afraid of the Mnster, who



was out there in the hall, listening at every door to hear if she was inside.

She crept on hands and knees to Neil's cl oset door, which was ajar. She
hid anong the snelly old boots and dirty blue jeans. The door to the bedroom
creaked open. It was so dark she couldn't see her hand in front of her face,
but she could _hear_ the Monster snuffling all over. He cane to the door of
the closet and stopped. He _snelled_ she was inside. Blossom s heart al npost
st opped beating, and she prayed to God and to Jesus that the Monster would go
away.

The Monster made a loud terrible noise and threw open the door, and for
the very first tine Bl ossom saw what the Mnster |ooked |ike. She screamed and
screanmed and screaned

Neil got hone first that night, and he coul dn't understand what Bl ossom
was doing in his closet with his dirty blue jeans pulled down over her head,
whi npering |ike she'd been whipped with the strap, and trenbling like a robin
caught in an April snowstorm But when he picked her up, her little body
becarme all rigid, and nothing would content her but that she sleep that night
in Neil's bed. The next norning she'd cone down with a fever, and her parents
had to cut their trip short and cone hone and take care of her. No one ever
under st ood what had happened, for Blossomdidn't dare tell them about the
Monster, whom _they_ couldn't see. Eventually the incident was forgotten. As
Bl ossom grew ol der, the content of her nightmares underwent a gradual change:
the old nonsters were no nore terrifying now than the noosehead over the chest
of drawers.

Dar kness, however, is the very stuff of terror, and Bl ossom running and
creepi ng through the roots, descending depth after depth, felt the old fear
repossess her. Suddenly all the lights in the house had been turned off. The
darkness filled itself with nonsters, like water pouring into a tub, and she
ran down stairs and down hal lways | ooking for a closet to hide in.

Al'l through these last, |ong days of her father's dying, and even
bef ore, Bl ossom had been too nuch alone. She had felt that there was sonething
he wanted to say to her but that he wouldn't let hinself say it. This
restraint humliated her. She had thought that he did not want her to see him
dyi ng, and she had forced herself to stay away. Alice and Maryann, w th whom
she woul d customarily have passed her tinme, had no concern now but the baby.
Bl ossomwanted to help them but she was too young. She was at that age when
one is unconfortable in the presence of either birth or death. She haunted the
fringes of these great events and pitied herself for being excluded fromthem
She i magi ned herself dying: how sad they would all be, how sorry they had
negl ect ed her!

Even Orville had no tine for Blossom He was either off by hinmself or at
Anderson's side. Only Neil seened nore upset at the old man's death. \Whenever
Oville' s path had crossed Bl ossom s he | ooked at her with such deadly
intensity that the girl turned away, blushing and even slightly scared. No
| onger did she feel she understood him and this, in a way, nmade her |ove him
nor e- - and nore hopel essly.

But none of these things would have caused her to take flight, except
into fantasies. It was only after she had seen the expression on Neil's face,
t he al nost somanbul i stic cast to his features, when she had heard hi m speak
her name in that particular tone of voice--it was then that Blossom |ike a
doe catching scent of a hunter, panicked and began to run: away, into the
deeper, sheltering dark

She ran blindly, and so it was inevitable that she would go over one of
the dropoffs into a primary root. It could happen, in the dark, even if you
were careful. The void swal |l owed her whol e.

Her bent knees first entered the pulp of the fruit, then her body
pitched forward into the soft, yielding floss. She sank deep, deep into it.
She | anded unhurt, only a few inches away fromthe broken but still breathing
body of Alice Nenerov, R N



He had del ayed, had Jeremiah Orville, altogether too | ong. He had neant
to revenge, and he had instead assisted. Day by day he had observed Anderson's
death, his agony, his hunmiliation, and he knew that he, Jeremiah Oville, had
had nothing to do with them It was the Plant and nere happenstance that had
br ought Anderson | ow.

Oville had stood by, Ham etlike, and said _anen_ to Anderson's
prayers--had deceived only hinself by his subtleties. He had been so greedy
that all Anderson's sufferings proceed from hinself al one and none fromthe
Plant that he had led the old man and his tribe to a land of mlk and honey.
And now his eneny lay dying by the nerest accident, by an infected bite on a
vestigial toe.

Oville brooded, alone, in that deep darkness, and an inage, a phantasm
took shape in the vacant air. Each day, the apparition took on greater
definition, but he knew even fromthe first white shinmering that it was
Jacki e Wiythe. But _this_ was a Jackie who had never been: younger, lither
sweeter, the very essence of fenmale grace and delicacy.

She nade him by all her famliar wiles, declare his Iove for her. He
swore he | oved her, but she was not satisfied, she would not believe him She
made himsay it again and again.

She rem nded himof the nights they had been together, of the treasures

of her young body. .. and the horror of her death. Then she woul d ask agai n:
_Do you | ove nme?_
I do, I do_, he insisted. _|I do |love you. Can you doubt it?_ He was in

an agony of desire to possess her once again. He craved a final kiss, the
slightest touch, a breath merely, but he was refused.

| amdead_, she rem nded him _and you have not revenged me_.

"Who will you have?" he asked al oud, grabbing up the axe, which he had
been whetting on the palmof his hand all this while. "Gve nme the nane, and
with this sanme axe . "

_Blossom_, the phantasm whi spered eagerly, not w thout a hint of
j eal ousy. _You've abandoned nme for that child. You court an infant_.

_No! it was only that | nmight betray her. It was all for the sake of
you_.

_Then betray her now. Betray her, and I will return to you. Then, only
then, will | kiss you. Then, when you touch ne, your hand will feel flesh_.
Wth those words she di sappear ed.

In the same instant he knew she had not been real, that this was, quite
possi bly, the inception of madness. But he did not care. Though she was not
real, she was right.

| mredi ately he went in search of his victim He found her standing on
the edge of a group gathered about her father's corpse. Alice Nenmerov was
| yi ng bound near the corpse, and Neil Anderson was there too, raving. Oville
paid no heed to any of this. Then Bl ossom as though sensing his purpose, ran
madly into the dark tunnels of the Plant. He followed her. This tine he would
do what must be done--do it neatly, expeditiously, and with an axe.

Pressing the hard, crisp pulp fromthe rind of the fruit between her
pal ms, Bl ossomwas able to squeeze out a few oily drops of water. But it was
so warmat this depth-- eighty degrees or nore-that she could hardly hope to
revive Alice with it. She began again to nmassage the old woman's thin hands,
her cheeks, the sagging flesh of her arms. Mechanically she repeated the sane

few words of confort: "Alice dear, please. . . . _Try_to wake up, try.
Alice, it's Blossom. . . . Alice? . . . . It's all right now . . . Oh,
_please! " At last the old wonan seened to be conscious, for she groaned.

"Are you all right? Aice?"

Alice made a noi se verging on speech, which was term nated by a hissing
i ntake of breath. \When she did speak, when she coul d speak, her voice was
unnaturally loud and strangely resolute. "My hip. I think . . . yes, it's
br oken. "

"Ch no! Oh, Alice! Does it . . . does it hurt?"

"Li ke hell, ny dear."



"Way did he do it? Wiy did Neil--" Bl ossom paused; she dared not say
what it was that Neil had done. Now that Alice was conscious, her own fear and
agitation settled over her again. It was as though she had revived Alice only
that she might be able to tell her, Blossom that the Monster wasn't real
just something she'd i nagi ned.

"Way did he throw me down here? Because, ny dear, the bastard nurdered
your father, and because | knew it and was fool enough to say so. And then, |
fancy, he never _has_ liked ne very nuch."

Bl ossom sai d she would not believe it, that it was absurd. She nade
Alice tell her how she knew, called for the evidences, refuted them She nade
her, suffering as she was, repeat each detail of the story, and still she
woul d not believe it. Her brother had faults, but he was not a nurderer

"He nurdered _me_, didn't he?" It was a difficult question to answer.

"But _why_ would he do such a thing? Wiy kill a man who's al nost dead?
It makes no sense. There was no reason.”

"It was on your account, my dear."

Bl ossom coul d al nost feel the Monster breathing down her neck. "What do
you mean?" She grabbed Alice's hand al nost angrily. "Why on _ny_ account?"

"Because he nust have found out that your father was intending for you
and Jeremiah Oville to be married.”

"Daddy intended--1 don't understand?"

"He wanted Jeremi ah to be the new | eader, to take his place. He didn't
_want _ it, but he saw that it would have to be that way. But he put off
telling anyone about it. That was my doing. | told himto wait. | thought it
woul d keep hi m going. | never thought "

Alice tal ked on, but Bl ossom had stopped |istening. She understood now
what her father had wanted to tell her and why he had hesitated. Gief and
shane fl ooded over her: she had m sjudged him she had left himall those days
to suffer alone. And he had only wanted her happi ness, the happi ness she
wanted for herself! If only she could return to beg his forgiveness, to thank
him It was as though Alice, by those few words, had turned on all the lights
in the house and restored her father to life.

But Alice's next words dispelled this illusion. "You' d better watch out
for him" she said grimy. "You dare not trust him _Especially_ you."
"Ch no, no, you don't understand. | love him And | think he | oves ne

t oo.

"Not Oville. O course he |loves you. Any fool can see that. It's Nei
you' d better watch out for. He's crazy."

Bl ossom did not protest this. She knew, better than Alice, though |ess
aware till now, how true this was.

"And part of his craziness has to do with you."

"When the others know what he's done, when | tell them. Bl ossom
did not have to say nore than this. Wen the others knew what Neil had done,
he woul d be kill ed.

"That's why | told you. So they would_ find out."

"You'll tell themyourself. W' ve got to get back. _Now . Here--put your
arm around ny shoulder." Alice protested, but Blossomwould not listen. The
old worman was light. Blossomcould carry her, if need be.

An agoni zed cry parted the old woman's |ips, and she tore her arm away

fromBlossom "No! no, the pain. . . | can't."

"Then 1'I1 get help."

"What hel p? Whose hel p? A doctor? An anbul ance? | couldn't hel p your
father recover froma rat bite, and this is--" The sound that intruded upon

her speech was nore el oquent than any words she ni ght have intended.
For a long while, Blossombit her lip to keep silent. Wen she felt

Alice was ready to listen, she said, "Then I'Il just sit here with you."
"And watch nme die? It will take a while. No nore than two days, though
and nost of the time 1'Il be making these awful noises. No--that would be no

confort to me. But there is something you can do. If you're strong enough.”
"Whatever it is, I'lIl doit."



"You must promise." Blossonmis hand tightened over hers in assurance.
"You must do for me what Neil did for your father."
" _Murder_ you? No! Alice, you can't ask ne to--"

"My dear, |'ve done it in ny tine for those who have asked. Sone of them
had | ess reason than I. A hypodermc of air, and the pain is--" She did not,
this time, cry out. "--gone. Blossom | _beg_ you."

"Someone may cone. We'll make a stretcher.”

"Yes, someone may cone. Neil may conme. Can you imagi ne what he woul d do
if he finds ne still alive?"

"No, he wouldn't--" But imediately she knew he woul d.

"You _rmust_, my dear. |I'Il hold you to your prom se. But kiss nme first.
No, not like that--on the lips."

Bl ossoms trenbling |ips pressed against Alice's that were rigid with
the effort to hold back the pain. "I |ove you," she whispered. "I |ove you
like ny very own nother."

Then she did what Neil had done. Alice's body twi sted away in
i nstinctive, unthinking protest, and Bl ossom | et | oose her grip.

"No!" Alice gasped. "Don't torture me--do it!"

Bl ossomdid not let loose this tinme until the old woman was dead.

The darkness grew darker, and Bl ossom t hought she coul d hear soneone
clinmbing down the vines of the root overhead. There was a loud terrible noise
as his body came down into the fruit pul p. Bl ossom knew what the Monster woul d
| ook Iike: he would | ook Iike Neil. She screaned and screaned and screaned.

The Monster had an axe.

"Return soon," she begged.

"I will, I promse." Buddy bent down to his wife, mssing her lips in
t he darkness (the lanp, by Neil's authority, was to remain with the corpse)
and ki ssing her nose instead. She giggled girlishly. Then, with an excess of
caution, he touched one finger to the tiny armof his son. "I |ove you," be
said, not bothering to define whether he was addressing her or the infant or
per haps both. He did not know hinself. He only knew that despite the terrible
events of the last nonths, and especially of the past hour, his life seened
meani ngful in a way that it had not for years. The sonberest considerations
could not dimnish the fullness of his hopes nor dampen the glow of his
sati sfaction.

In even the worst disaster, in the |argest defeats, the machinery of joy
keeps on grinding for a lucky few

Maryann seened nore aware than he that their charned circle was of very
smal | circunference, for she murnmured, "Such a terrible thing."

"\What ?" Buddy asked. His attention was taken up with Buddy Junior's
teeny-tiny toe.

"Alice. | can't understand why hc

"He's crazy," Buddy said, noving reluctantly outside the circle. "Maybe
she called hima nane. She has--she had a sharp tongue, you know. When he gets
back, 1'll see that something's done. There's no teffing what rotten thing
he'll do next. Oville will help, and there are others, too, who've let a word
drop. But in the neantine he has a gun and we don't. And the inportant thing
nowis to find Bl ossom"

"OfF course. That nust come first. It's just that it's such a terrible

t hi ng. "

"It's aterrible thing," he agreed. He could hear Neil calling to him
again. "I have to go now " He began to nove away.

"I wish the lanp were here, so | could see you one nore tine."

"You sound like you don't think I'll return.”

"No! Don't say that--even as a joke. You will cone back. | know you
will. But, Buddy--?"

" Maryann?"

"Say it one nore tine."



"I love you."
"And | love you." When she was quite sure he was gone, she added: "I've
_always_ | oved you."

The several nenbers of the descending search party threaded their way
t hrough the labyrinth of divergent roots on a single slimrope, braided by
Maryann fromthe fiber of the vines. When any nenber of the party separated
fromthe main body, he attached the end of his own reel of rope to the
conmunal rope that |ed back to the tuber where Anderson was lying in state
besi de the vigilant |anp.

Nei | and Buddy descended the farthest along the communal rope. Wen it
gave out, they were at a new intersection of roots. Buddy knotted one end of
his rope to the end of the main Iine and went off to the left. Neil, having
done |ikew se, went to the right, but only for a short distance. Then he sat
down and thought, as hard as he coul d think

Neil did not trust Buddy. Never had. Now, with their father passed on,
woul dn't he have to trust himstill |ess? He thought he was so smart, Buddy
did, with that brat of his. Like he was the only man in the world ever had a
son. Neil hated his guts for other reasons too-which his mnd shied from It
woul d not do for himto be too consciously aware that the presumabl e Nei
Junior, if he existed at all, existed nost probably as a result of other seed
than his own. That was a thought that he had best not think at all.

Neil was worried. He sensed in several of the nen who' d gone out on the
search a resistance to his authority, and this resistance seemed strongest in
Buddy. A leader can't afford to let his | eadership be challenged. Their father
had al ways harped on that. It didn't seemto nake any difference to Buddy that
Anderson had _wanted_ Neil to take over for him Buddy had al ways been a wld
one, a rebel, an atheist.

_That's what he is!_ Neil thought, astonished at how perfectly the word
defined everything dangerous in his brother. _An atheist!_ Wy hadn't he
realized that before?

One way or another, atheists had to be stonped out. Because athei sm was
like poison in the town reservoir; it was like. . . . But Neil couldn't
renenmber how the rest of it went. It had been a long time since his father had
gi ven a good sernon agai nst at heismand the Suprene Court.

On the heels of this perception another new idea came to Neil. It was,
for him a true inspiration, a revelation--alnost as though his father's
spirit had come down from heaven and whi spered it in his ear

_He would tie Buddy's line in a circle! _

Then, when Buddy tried to get back, he'd just keep follow ng the rope
around and around the circle. Once you grasped the basic concept, it was a
very sinple idea

There was one hitch, however, when you thought about it carefully. One
part of the circle would be here at this intersection, and Buddy coul d fee
around, maybe, and di scover the end of the main line where it was stil
knotted to Neil's.

_But he wouldn't if the circle didn't touch this intersection!

Chuckling to hinself, Neil unknotted Buddy's rope and began foll ow ng
Buddy, wi nding the rope up as he went al ong. Wien he figured he'd taken up
enough of it, he turned off along a mnor branch of the root, unw nding the
rope as he craw ed along. This small root connected to another equally snall,
and this to yet another. The roots of the Plant were always circling around on
t hensel ves, and if you just kept turning the sane direction, you usually cane
back to the point you started from And sure enough, Neil soon was back in the
| arger root, where he caught hold of Buddy's line, stretched taut, a foot off
the floor. Buddy was probably not far away.

Neil's trick was working splendidly. Having nearly reached the end of
the I ength of rope, he knotted it to the other end and formed a perfect
circle.



_Now , Neil thought, with satisfaction, _let himtry and find his way
back. Let himtry and make trouble now The |ousy atheist!_

Nei | began to crawl back the way he had come, using Buddy's rope as a
gui de, laughing all the way. Only then did he notice that there was sonme kind
of funny sline all over his hands and all over his clothing, too.

THI RTEEN:  Cuckoo, Jug-jug, Pu-we, To-w tta-wo!

There are peopl e who cannot scream even when the occasion calls
enphatically for screaming. Any drill sergeant can tell you of nen, good
sol diers every other way, who, when they nust run forward to plant a bayonet
in the guts of a sawdust dunmy, cannot let [oose with any sort of battle
cry--or at best can nanage sone bloodless inmtation, a half-hearted _Kill Kill
Kill!_ It is not that these men | ack the prinordial enotions of hatred and
bl oodl ust; they have just become too civilized, too bound in, to experience a
pure berserker rage. Perhaps a real battle will bring it out of theny perhaps
nothing wll.

There are enotions nore prinordial, nore basic to survival, than hatred
and bl oodlust; but it is the sane with themtoo-they can be stilled, covered
over with civilized formand secondary nodes of feeling. Only extrene
circunstances can rel ease them

Jeremiah Oville was a very civilized man. The | ast seven years had
liberated himin many ways, but they had not effaced his civilization unti
very lately, when events had taught himto desire the consummati on of his
revenge above his own happi ness and safety. It was a begi nning.

But as he stood beside Blossom the axe in his hand unseen, hinself
unseen, hearing these heartrending cries that fear wenched from her throat,
now the nore prinordial enotion of |ove overcame him shattered the civilized
Jerem ah, and, dropping the weapon, he fell to his knees and began ki ssing the
young body that was now the npbst inmportant and beautiful thing in the world.

"Bl ossoml” he cried with joy. "O Bl ossoml Bl ossom " and conti nued
sensel essly to repeat her nane.

"Jerem ah! You! My CGod, | thought it was _him "

And he, in the same instance: "How could | have |oved _her_, a ghost,
bodi |l ess, when all this whilc-- Forgive nel Can you ever forgive nme?"

She coul d not understand him " _Forgive_ you!" She |aughed and cried,
and they said many things to each other then w thout thinking, wthout caring
to understand any nore than the as-yet-unassinilable fact that they were in
| ove.

Passion's highest flights tend to be, if not conpletely innocent, slow.
Oville and Bl ossom coul d not enjoy the happi ness of gazing hours-long into
each other's eyes, but the darkness permtted as much as it denied. They
dal lied; they delayed. They called each other by the sinple, affectionate
nanes of school girl romances (nanes that had never passed between Orville and
Jacki e Wiyt he, who had been given, when Orville's hands noved over her, to
cruder expressions--a certain sign of sophistication), and these
_Sweethearts_, these _darlings_ and _ny very owns_, seemed to express
phi | osophi es of |ove exact as arithnetic and subtle as nusic.

Eventual ly, as they nust, a few words of conmon sense disturbed the

perfect solitude of their love, |ike pebbles throwmn in a still pond. "The
others nust be looking for nme," she said. "I have to tell them about
somet hi ng. "

"Yes, | know- | was |listening up above as Alice spoke to you."

"Then you know that Daddy wanted this. He was going to say so when--"

"Yes, | know. "

"And Neil--"

"I know that too. But you needn't worry about himnow " He kissed the



soft, drooping | obe of her ear. "Let's not speak of it though. Later, we'll do
what we have to do."

She pushed Orville away fromher. "No, Jeremi ah. Listen--let's go away
somewhere. Away fromthemand all their hating and jeal ousy. Sonewhere where
they' Il never find us. We can be |ike Adam and Eve and thi nk of new names for
all the animals. There's the whole world--" She did not say any nore, for she
realized that there was_the whole world. She stretched out a hand to draw
Oville back to her--and to push the world aside for a little |onger--but
instead of Oville' s living flesh her hand encountered Alice's fractured hip.

A voice, not Oville's, called her name. "Not _yet ," she whispered. "It
can't end _now ."

"It won't end," he promi sed, helping her to her feet. "W have our whole

life ahead of us. Alifetine |asts forever. At ny age, | should know "
She | aughed. Then, for the whole world to hear, she shouted: "W're down
here. Go away, whoever you are. We'll find our way back by ourselves."

But Buddy had already found them entering the tuber by a side passage.
"Who's that with you?" he asked. "Oville, is it you? | should knock your
bl ock of f for pulling a stunt like this. Don't you know the old man is dead?
What a hell of a tinme to elope!”

"No, Buddy, you don't understand. It's all right--Oville and | are in
| ove."

"Yeah, | understand that all right. He and 1'll have a tal k about
that--in private. | only hope |I got here before he could put your _love_to
the test. For Christ's sake, Oville--this girl is only fourteen! She's young
enough to be your daughter. The way you're going at it, she's young enough to
be your _grand_daughter."

"Buddy! It's not like that at all," Blossomprotested. "It's what father
~wanted_ for us. He said to Alice and then--"

Buddy, nmoving forward with their voices as a guide, stumbled over the
nurse's dead body. "What in hell!"

"That's Alice. If you'd only _listen_--
whi ch frustration mngled with sorrow

"Sit down," Oville said, "and shut up for a mnute. You' ve been junping
to the wong conclusions, and there are a ot of things you don't know.
No--don't argue, nan, _listen!_ "

"The question, then, is not what should be done in Neil's case, but
who's to do it," Oville concluded. "I don't think I should have to bear that
responsi bility, nor that you should either. Personally, 1've never |iked your
father's hi gh-handed way of being judge, jury, and law all by himself. It's an
honor to have been noninated as his successor, but an honor |'d rather
decline. This is a matter for the comunity to act on."

"Agreed. | know that if _I_did. . . what has to be done, they'd say it
was for personal reasons. And it just wouldn't be true. | don't want anything
he's got. Not any nore. In fact, the only thing I want right nowis to go back
and see Maryann and ny son again."

"Then the thing to do is to set about finding the others. Bl ossom and
can stay out of the way until the matter has been settled. Neil can be king

Bl ossom broke into tears in

for a day, but he'll have to sleep sonetine, and that will be time enough to
depose him"

"Fine. W'll go now -but not back along my rope. It would be too easy to
run into Neil that way. If we clinmb up the vines of the root that you cane
down, there'll be no danger of our crossing his path."

"If Blossoms up toit, |I'magreeable."

"Jerem ah, you strange old man, | can clinb up those things tw ce as

fast as any thirty-five-year-old, two-hundred pound grandfather."

Buddy heard what he supposed was a kiss and pursed his lips in
di sapproval . Though he agreed in theory with all that Orville had said in his
own and Bl ossom s defense--that tines had changed, that early marri age was now
positively to be preferred to the old way, that Oville (this had been
Bl ossom s argunent) was certainly the nost eligible of the survivors, and that



t hey had Anderson's posthunmous bl essing on their union--despite all these
cogent reasons, Buddy could not help feeling a certain distaste for the whole
thing. _She's still a child_, he told hinself, and against this, to him
incontrovertible fact all their reasonings seenmed as speci ous as the proofs
that Achilles can never pass the tortoise in their endl ess footrace.

But he swall owed his distaste, as a child swallows sone | oathed
vegetable in order to go outside and do sonmething nore inportant. "Let's shove
off," he said.

To return to the primary root down which Bl ossomand Orville had dropped
it was necessary to detour back al ong the way Buddy had cone and then angle up
al ong a branch root so narrow that even crawing through it was arduous.

But this was only a foretaste of the difficulties they faced in clinmbing
the vertical root. The vines by which they hoped to ascend were covered over
with a thin filmof slime; the hand could not grip themfirmy enough to keep
fromslipping. Only at the nodal points, where the vines fed into each other
formng a sort of stirrup (like the systemof roots, these vines were forever
joining and rejoining), could one purchase a secure hold, and there was not
al ways certain to be another such nodal intersection of vines wthin grasping
di stance overhead. They had continually to backtrack and reascend al ong a
di fferent network of vines. Even nore frustrating was that their feet (though
bare, they were not prehensile) were constantly slipping out of these
makeshi ft stirrups. It was like trying to clinb a greased rope |ladder wth
rungs m ssing.

"What's to be gained killing ourselves?" Buddy asked rhetorically, after
havi ng come within one slippery fingerhold of doing exactly this for hinself.
"I don't know where this slop is coming from but it doesn't seemto be
letting up. The higher we go, the nore likely we are to break our necks if we

fall. Wiy not go back along ny rope after all? It's not that likely we'll run
into Neil, and if we do, we don't have to let on that we know anything he
woul dn't want us to. |'d rather risk five, ten mnutes with himthan anot her

hundred yards up this greased chi mey."

This seemed a sensible course, and they returned to the tuber. The
descent was easy as sliding down a firepole.

Fol  owi ng Buddy's line up a mld slope, they noticed that here too the
vines were slinmed and slippery beneath their bare feet. Feeling down beneath
the Iayer of vines, Oville discovered that a little rivulet of the slinme was
fl owi ng down the sl ope.

"What is it, do you suppose?" Buddy wonder ed.

"I think the springtinme has cone at last," Oville replied.

"And this is the sap--of course! | reéognize the feel of it now-and the
snel |l --oh, don't | know that snell!"
"Springtinme!" Blossomsaid. "We'll be able to return to the surface!"

Happi ness is contagious (and wasn't there every reason for a young man
newly in love to be happy in any case?), and Oville quoted part of a poem he
remenber ed:

"Spring, the sweet Spring, is the year's pleasant King;
Then bl oons each thing, then maids dance in a ring,
Cold doth not sting, the pretty birds do sing,

Cuckoo, jug-jug, pu-we, to-witta-wo!"

"What a | ovely poem " she said, catching hold of his hand and squeezi ng.

"What a | ot of nonsense!" Buddy said. "_Cuckoo, jugjug, pu-we,
to-witta-wo! "

The three of them | aughed gaily. The sun seened to be shining on them
al ready, and not hi ng was needed to make them | augh again but that one of them
repeat the silly old Eizabethan words

Sone two thousand feet above their heads, the reviving | and basked under



the bright influence of the sun, which had i ndeed passed the equi nox. Even
before the | ast patches of snow had nelted fromthe southern sides of

boul ders, the | eaves of the great Plants unfurled to receive the Iight and
began w thout further ado to set about their work as though Cctober were only
yest er day.

Except for the noise of the | eaves snapping open (and that was over in a
day), it was a silent spring. There were no birds to sing.

The | eaves spoke hungrily to the stens, drained dry to last out the
freezing northern winter, and the stenms spoke to the roots, where the
sol ut e-beari ng sap, which the | eaves needed to make new food, began to boil up
t hrough nyriad capillaries. Were these capillaries had been broken by the
passage of man, the sap oozed forth and spread over the vines that |lined the
hol | ows of the roots. As nore and nore sap poured through the arteries of the
awakening Plant, the thin sap formed little rivulets, which, nerging with
other rivulets, becanme little streans, and these streans ran down to flood the
| owest depths of the roots. When they flowed into hollows in which the
capillaries were still intact, they were reabsorbed, but el sewhere the |evels
of these streanms rose higher and higher, flooding the roots, like sewers in a
sudden March thaw.

Now t he tubers of the fruit, which had been form ng for years, took on a
fine, autumal richness. The airy floss at their cores, receiving their fina
supplies of food fromthe | eaves above, thickened to the consistency of
whi pped egg white.

In both hem spheres, the Plant was coming to the end of a | ong season
and now, at regular intervals over the green earth, there descended fromthe
spring skies gl eaning spheres so i mense that each one, |anding, crushed
several of the Plants under its ponderous bul k. Viewed fromthe proper
di stance, the | andscape woul d have resenbl ed a bed of clover overspread with
gray basketballs.

These gray basketbal | s basked a few hours in the sun, then extruded,
fromapertures at their bases, hundreds of exploratory cilia, each of which
nmoved toward a nearby Plant and with tidy, effective little drill bits, began
to bore down through the woody steminto the hollow of the root bel ow Wen a
sati sfactory passage had been opened, the ciliumwas drawn back into the gray
basket bal L

The harvest was bei ng prepared.

Nei | had gone three tines about the circle of rope he had fashioned to
trap Buddy, and he was beginning, dully, to sense that he had been caught in
his own snare (though how it had happened he did not yet understand). Then, as
he had feared, Buddy could be heard returning along the root. Bl ossom and
Ovifie were with him all of themlaughing! At hin? He had to hide, but there
was nowhere to hide, and he didn't want to hide from Bl ossom anyhow. So he
said, "Unh, hi." They stopped | aughing.

"What are you doing _here?_ " Buddy asked.

"Well, you see, uh. . . . This rope here, it keeps . . . No, that's not
it, either.” The nore he tal ked, the nore confused he becane, and the nore
i mpati ent Buddy.

"Ch, never mind then. Come along. |'ve found Blossom And Oville too.
Let's round up the others now. It's spring. Haven't you noticed the
slinme--Hey--what's this?" He had found the point where the end of his own rope
was knotted to its own middle. "This surely isn't the intersection where we
left each other. 1'd remenber if 1'd gone down any root as small as this."

Neil didn't know what to do. He wanted to hit his snoopy brother over
the head, that's what he wanted to do, and shoot Orville, just blast his
brains out. But he sensed that this had better be done away from Bl ossom who
m ght not understand. Then too, when you're lost the nost inportant thing is
to get hone safe. Wen you're honme safe, things won't seem so nuddl ed as when
you're | ost.



A whi spered conversation was goi ng on anong Buddy, Oville and Bl ossom
Then Buddy said: "Neil, did you--"

"No! | don't know how . . . it just nust of _happened! It's not _ny_
fault!"

"Well, you dunmb clod!" Buddy began to laugh. "Wy, if you had to saw a
l[inb off a tree, | swear you'd sit on the wong side to do it. You' ve tied ny
line in a circle, haven't you?"

"No, Buddy, honest to CGod! Like | said, | don't know how-"

"And you didn't bring your own |line along so you could get back. On,
Nei |, how do you do it? How do you always find a way?"

Oville and Bl ossomjoi ned Buddy's laughter. "Ch, _Neil! " Blossomcried
out. "Ch, _Neil!_"

That made Neil feel good, to hear Blossomsay his nane |ike that, and he
began to laugh along with everybody el se. The joke was on himn

Surprisingly, it seened that Buddy and Orville weren't going to nmake a
bi g stink. Maybe they knew what was good for then

"It seens we'll have to find our way back as best we can,” Oville said
with a sigh, when they were all done laughing. "Neil, would you like to | ead
t he way?"

"No," Neil said, sonber again and touching the Python in his hol ster for
assurance. "No, I'Il be the leader, but 1'll bring up the rear."

An hour |ater they had come up against a dead end, and they knew they
were thoroughly lost. It was no | onger possible to shatter the capillaries
with a wave of one's arm They were swollen with sap and resilient. It would
have been no nore difficult to craw through a honeyconb than through the
unopened hol l ows. They were conpelled therefore to stay strictly within the
bounds of paths already blazed. Thanks to Anderson's explorations, there were
qui te enough of these. Quite too many.

Oville sunmed up their situation. "It's back to the subbasenent, ny
dears. W'll have to take another elevator to get to the ground floor."

"Wha' d you say?" Neil asked.

"l said--"

"I heard what you said! And | don't want you to use that word again,
under st and? You renmenber who's | eader here, huh?"

"What word, Neil?" Bl ossom asked.

" My dears!_ " Neil screanmed. Neil had al ways been able to scream when he
felt the occasion called for it. He was not overcivilized, and the prinordial
was very close to the surface of his mind. It seened to grow closer all the
tine.

FOURTEEN: The Wy Up

The quiet, which for nonths had been absol ute, was broken by the
trickling of the sap. It was a sound like the sound of water in early spring,
flowi ng through the town gutters underneath unnelted banks of snow.

While they rested they did not speak, for the nost innocuous statenents
could throw Neil into a state of hysterical excitenent. Naturally, they knew
better than nmention Anderson or Alice, but why, when Buddy began to worry out
| oud about his wife and son, should Neil conplain that he was "selfish," that
all he thought about was sex? When Oville spoke of their predicanent and
specul ated (with nore good cheer than he felt) on their chances of reaching
the surface, Neil thought they were blamng him Silence seened altogether the
best policy, but Neil could not endure nore than a few noments of silence
either. Then he would start to conplain: "If only we'd brought down the I anp,
we woul dn't be having any trouble now" O, renenbering one of his father's



favorite thenmes: "Wiy do | have to do the thinking for everybody? Wy is
t hat ?"

O he would whistle. H's favorite tunes were the Beer-Barrel Pol ka_,
_Red River Valley_, _Donkey Serenade_ (which he acconpani ed percussively wth
t he popping of his cheeks), and the theme from _Exodus_. Once he had started
any of these, he could go on perpetuumnobile for the duration of the tine
they rested. It wouldn't have been so bad if he'd been able to stay in the
same key for eight bars running.

It was hardest for Buddy. Blossomand Oville had each other. In the
dar kness they woul d hold each other's hands, while Neil ground out the tune
one nore time around, like a diligent nonkey; they could even kiss, quietly.

Here there was neither north nor south, east nor west; there was only up
and down. There were no neasurable units of distance, only rough estimtes of
tenperature and depth, and their only neasure of elapsed time was the tinme it
took their bodies to drop, too exhausted to continue w thout another rest.

They never knew whether they were at the periphery or near the heart of
| abyrinth. They night ascend, through channels already opened, to within a few
hundred feet--or even ten--of the surface only to find thenselves at a dead
end. It was necessary not sinply to find a way up but to find the way up. It
was hard to make Neil understand why this was so. Wien Bl ossom had expl ai ned
it to him he had seened to agree, but later when Orville brought up the
subj ect again, the argunent started all over.

They were soaked through with their own sweat and with the sap, which in
the | east steep roots reached |levels of four and five inches. After hours of
clinmbing they were at a height where the heat was not so overwhel mng (the
| ower depths felt |like a sauna), and the air seened to be gas again. Oville
estimated the tenperature as seventy-five, which placed them a probable
fifteen hundred feet fromthe surface. Ordinarily, over a known route, they
could have clinmbed that height in little nore than three hours. Now it m ght
very well take days.

Oville had hoped that the flow of sap would abate as they reached
hi gher levels; instead it was worsening. Were did it all come fronP? The
logistics of the Plant's water supply was somet hing he had never stopped to
consider. Well, he couldn't stop now either

You couldn't just grab hold of a vine and haul yourself up the sl ope;
you had to nake your hand into a sort of hook and slip it into a stirrup. You
couldn't just reach back and hel p the next person up after you; you had to
grappl e the two hooks together. So it was always the hands that hurt worst and
were first to give out. You' d hang there and feel themletting | oose, and
you' d hope that you wouldn't slide back with the sap too far. Once you |l et go,
it wasn't so bad--you'd slide along soft and easy if the slope wasn't too
steep, or else shoot down |ike a toboggan, until you cane up agai nst soneone
or something with a bunp, and then you had to get your hooks bent back into
shape and start claw ng your way back up through the slime. But you knew your
body could go a long way yet, and you hoped that woul d be far enough

They m ght have been clinmbing twelve or twi ce twelve hours. They had
eaten and rested a few tines, but they had not slept. They had not slept, in
fact, since before the night of Anderson's dying and Maryann's delivery. Now
it must be night again. Their mnds were |l eaden with the necessity for sleep

"Absol ute necessity,” Oville repeated.

Nei | objected. This was just going to be a resting period. He feared
that if he went to sleep first, they would take away his gun. They weren't to
be trusted. But if he just sat here and let his body _relax_. . . dog-tired,
that's what he.



He was the first to sleep after all, and they didn't take his gun. They
didn't care. They didn't want his gun: they only wanted to sl eep

Neil's repertoire of dreams was no |arger than his stock of songs. First
he dreaned his baseball dream Then he was wal king up the stairs of the old
house in town. Then he dreaned of Bl ossom Then he dreamed his baseball dream
again, except this time it was different: when he opened the closet door, his
father was the first baseman. Bl ood spurted fromthe deep cleft of the first
baseman's mtt, which opened and cl osed, opened and closed, in the dead nman's
hand. But ot herw se the dreans were just the same as al ways.

The next day, after an hour or so, the hurt went out of their hands, and
it was the stickiness that was hardest to endure. Their clothes clung to their
straining linbs or hung | oose and heavy |ike skins that could not be sl oughed
off. "W'd nove faster,"” Oville said, "if we weren't weighted down with these
deni m j ackets."

Sonmewhat |ater, since it appeared that the idea was not going to come to
Neil of itself, Buddy added, "If we knotted our jackets together, sleeve to
sl eeve, and used themfor rope, we could clinb faster."

"Yeah," Neil said, "but you're forgetting there's a lady with us."

"Ch, don't bother about _me_," Bl ossom protested.

"Just our jackets, Neil. It wouldn't be any different than going
SwWi mmi ng. "

"No!" The strident tone was creeping into his voice again. "It wouldn't
be right!_" There was no use arguing with himonce he had made up his m nd

He was their |eader.

The next tine they stopped to rest and eat, the sap was raining down on
themin great globs, like the waterdrops that announce a sumer- thunderstorm
The central stream of sap flow ng through the root was now well over their
ankl es. As soon as they were not quite sopping wet, their clothes stuck to
themlike suits of adhesive tape. They could nove freely only when they were
dr enched.

"I can't stand it any |onger,"'
_stand_ it."

"There now, M ss Anderson. Chin up! Tally-ho! Renmenber the Titanic!"

"Stand what ?" Neil asked.

"These clothes," she said. And indeed that was a part of what she
couldn't stand.

"Ch, | guess she's right,"” Neil said, as unconfortable as the others.
"It can't hurt if we just take off our jackets. Hand themto ne, and I'll knot
t he sl eeves together."

"Good idea!" Oville said. They all handed their jackets to Neil

"Bl ossoml " he said. "I didn't mean _you_. It isn't right." She didn't
say anything. Neil sort of giggled. "Well, if that's the way you want it," he
sai d.

Bl ossom said, beginning to cry. "I can't

The stuff gushed fromthe small opening above as froma burst water
main. Quite properly, it could not be called sap. It was nore |ike water. For
a while they were happy because it cleaned themoff. But it was cold, too
col d.

The roots, as they ascended through them had been growi ng snaller
i nstead of larger. To get through them now they had to crawl on hands and
knees, and even so they could scrape their heads on the ceiling if they
weren't careful. The water was up to their el bows.

"I think," Oville said cautiously, "that we're com ng up underneath
Lake Superior. This much water can't be coming fromspring thaws." He waited
for Neil to protest. Then, still nore cautiously: "I think we'll have to go
back the way we cane. Let's hope we have better luck a second tine."

The reason Neil had not protested was that he had not heard. Oville's
voi ce had been drowned out by the roar of the water, which acres and acres of
thirsty Plants were siphoning fromthe | ake bottom Oville explained his



theory several tines over when they had backed off to a quieter spot. Then
Bl ossom tri ed.

"Neil, look, it's very sinmple--the only way away fromthe | ake is
_down_. Because if we try to nove along at _this_ level, we can as easily be
goi ng east--farther on into the | ake--as west--away fromit. If we had the
| anp, we could use your conpass, but we don't have the |lanp. W night just go
al ong north or south and follow the shore. There's no telling how nuch area
beneat h the | ake Daddy explored last winter. W just have to go _down_. Do you
under st and?"

Oville took advantage of this occasion to have sone private words with

Buddy: "What the hell--let's leave himhere if he doesn't want to go with us.
I[t'"ll be his own fault if he drowns."

"No," said Buddy, "that wouldn't be _right_. | want to do this by the
book. "

"Ckay, 1'lIl go," Neil told Blossom "but | think it's a |ot of hooey.

I"monly agreeing for your sake. Renenber that."

Down: the sap was in spate. It jostled their bodies together or tore
them apart as casually as floodwaters bearing off the trees of the riverbank
Strong currents dashed them against the walls of the root wherever the curves
were too sharp or too steep. Days of clinmbing were retraced in mnutes.

Deeper down: the stream became less chill, grew thicker, Iike pudding
coming to a boil. But its pace did not slacken. It was |like going down a sk
trail on a piece of cardboard. At |east they need not worry about repeating
their mstake: it was no | onger possible to nove "upstreant toward the | ake.

At this depth there were now whol e stretches where the hot sap filled
the entire hollow of the root. Hoarding a lungful of air, Oville (who was the
first to test any new passage) foll owed the current resistlessly and hoped.
There had al ways been some branch root feeding into the fl ooded root from
above, too snmall to ascend through perhaps but |arge enough to butt one's head
into for a breath of air. But the next time, of course, there night not be
such an opening. There nmight only be a dead end.

That fear--that the current was |eading themdown a blind
al | ey--absorbed their whole attention. More and nore often their bodies were
swept into entangling networks of the sap-swollen capifiaries that lined the
unexpl ored passages. Once Orville was caught in such a net where the root had
split abruptly in tw. Buddy and Bl ossom next behind, found himthere, his
| egs noving only as the current noved them Hi s head had struck agai nst the
hard wedge separating the two branches of the root. He was unconsci ous,
per haps dr owned.

They haul ed at his pants leg, and his pants slid right off his narrow
hi ps. Then they each took a foot and pulled himout. A short distance away
they found an area where the root, sloping gently upward, was only half-filled
with sap. Buddy enmbraced Oville in a bear hug and began squeezi ng the water
out of his lungs rhythmcally. Then Bl ossomtried nouth-to-nmouth respiration,
whi ch she'd |l earned in Red Cross sw nming cl asses.

"What are you doi ng?" Neil asked. Unfamiliar sounds nade hi m nervous.

"She's giving Oville artificial respiration,” Buddy answered testily.
"He hal f -drowned back there."

Nei |l reached out fingers to confirmthis. The fingers cane between
Oville' s muth and Bl ossoml's, then clanped down tightly over Oville's.
"You're _kissing_ him™"

"Neil!" Blossom screaned. She tried to tear away her brother's fingers,
but even desperation did not |lend her sufficient strength. One can only be
desperate so long, and she'd passed that limt long ago. "You'll kill him"

Buddy struck a blow in the direction he supposed Neil to be, but it
gl anced off Orville's shoulder. Neil began to drag Oville's body away.

"He doesn't have pants on either,” Neil fretted.

"They came of f when we were pulling himout. W told you that,



remenber ?"

The sudden deprivation of oxygen, conming after their efforts at revival,
proved to be exactly the stimulus Orville required--he canme to.

When the body he was carrying began to stir, Neil let go abruptly,
spooked. He had thought Orville was dead, or very nearly.

Buddy and Neil then had a | ong debate on the propriety of nudity (both
in the particular case of Orville and in general) under the present,
exceptional circunstances. The argunment was nmainly a pretext on Buddy's part
to give Orville a chance to regain his strength. "Do you want to get back to
the surface," Buddy asked, "or do you want to stay down here and be drowned?"

"No!" Neil said, yet once nore. "It isn't right. _No!_"

"You' ve got to _choose_ . Which is it?" Buddy was pleased to discover
that he could play on Neil's fears as easily as on a harnoni ca. "Because if
we're going to go up, we'll have to go up together, and we'll need sone kind
of rope."

"W _had_ a rope."

"And you lost it, Neil."

"I didn't. | did not. I--"

"Well, you were the | ast one who had a hold on it, and now it's gone.
Now we need another rope. O course, if you don't _care_ about getting back..
O if you think you'll do better on your own . "
Eventually Neil agreed. "But Blossomain't going to touch him
understand? She's ny sister, and | ain't going to have it. _Understand?_"
"Neil, you don't have to worry about anything of that sort till we're

all home safe," Buddy tenporized. "Nobody's going to--"
"And they better not speak to each other either. Cause | say so, and
what | say goes. Blossom you go on ahead of nme, and Buddy behind. Oville

goes last."

Nei |, naked now except for belt and holster, knotted the Iegs of their
several trousers together, and they set off, each with a grip on the line. The
wat er was deep and so hot their skin seened to be coming off their bones, |ike

a chicken that boils too long. The current was weakeni ng, however, and they
noved nore slowy.

Soon they had found a root angling upward fromwhich the trickle of
wat er was not nmuch worse than when they'd first noticed it--how many days ago?
Wearily, alnmost nmechanically, they began to clinb again.

Bl ossom renmenbered a song fromnursery school days about a spider washed
down a water spout by the rain:

Qut canme the sun and dried away the rain,
And the inky-dinky spider be-gan to clinb again.

She began to | augh, as she had | aughed at the strange words of
Jerem ah's poem but this tinme she couldn't stop | aughing, despite how nuch
t he [ aughter hurt.

O themall, Buddy was the nost upset by this, for he could renmenber the
wi nter before, in the conmmonroom and the people who had run out into the
t hawi ng snow, | aughi ng and singing, never to return. Blossom s | aughter was
not unlike theirs.

The root at this point opened onto a tuber of fruit, and they decided to
rest and eat. Oville tried to cal mBlossom but Neil told himto shut up. The
pul p, which was now seniliquid, dropped down on their heads and shoul ders |ike
t he droppings of huge, diarrhetic birds.

Neil was torn between his desire to go away where the noise of his
sister's laughter wouldn't disturb himand an equally strong desire to stay
cl ose at hand and protect her. He conprom sed, renoving to a middl e distance,
where he lay on his back, not intending to go to sleep, just to rest his body

H s head cane down on the handle of the axe that Jerem ah had dropped
there. He let out alittle cry, which nobody noticed. They were all of them so



tired. He sat for a long time, thinking very hard, his eyes crossing with the
effort, though you couldn't see anything in that unconpron sing dark

The softened fruit pulp continued to fall from overhead and spatter on
their bodies and on the floor with little crepitant sounds, |ike the sounds of
children's kisses.

FI FTEEN.: Bl ood and Licorice

H s hand touched her dead body. Buddy thought at first it was his
father's corpse, but then he remenbered how he had once al ready stunbled
across that same cold body, and delight displaced terror: there was_ a way
back! This was the thread that |led out of the Iabyrinth. He traced his steps
back to Orville and Bl ossom

"I's Neil asleep?" he asked.

"He's stopped whistling," Oville said. "He's either asleep or dead."

Buddy told them his news. " and so, you see, that means we can go
back the way we tried to in the first place. Up the shaft. It was a m stake,
our turning back when we did."

"Here we are, come full circle. The only difference now," Oville
observed, "is that we've got Neil with us. Perhaps we'd do best to ignore that
di fference and | eave hi m behind. W can go now. "

"I thought we'd agreed to let the others decide what to do with Neil."

"W won't be doing away with him W'IIl be leaving himin al nost exactly
t he sane place we found him-caught in the trap he meant for you. Besides, we
can | eave Alice's body in his way, and he can figure out for hinself that the
way back is up the shaft he threw her down."

"Not my half-brother. Not Neil. He'd only get scared if he found her
body. As for figuring his way back, you might as well expect himto discover
t he Pyt hagorean theoremall by hinself. Hell, I'lIl bet if you tried to explain
that to him he wouldn't believe it."

Bl ossom who had been listening to all this rather dazedly, began to
shiver, as the tension which her body had sustained so | ong began to drain
away. It was like the time she'd gone swimring in the lake in April; her flesh
trenbl ed, yet at the same tine she felt strangely rigid. Then her body, naked
and taut, was suddenly pressed against Oville's, and she did not know if he

had come to her or she to him "Oh darling, we'll go back! W wll_--after
all! Ch, ny very own!"
Neil's voice shrilled in the darkness: "I heard that!"

Though she could hear Neil gallunphing forward, Bl ossom sustained the
ki ss desperately. Her fingers tightened into Oville's arnms, grappled in the
wiry nmuscles. Her body strained forward as his tried to pull away. Then a hand
cl osed around her nmouth and anot her around her shoul der and pul |l ed her roughly
away fromOville, but she didn't care. She was still giddy with the high
maenad happi ness of those who are reckless in their |ove.

"l suppose you were giving himsonme nore artificial respiration?" Nei
sneered. It was, perhaps, his first authentic joke.

"I was kissing him" Blossomreplied proudly. "W're in love."

"I forbid you to kiss him" Neil screanmed. "I forbid you to be in |ove.
| forbid you!"

"Neil, let go of nme." But his hands only shifted to secure a better grip
and closed tighter.

"You, _you --Jeremiah Orville! I"'mgoing to _git_ you. Yeah, |'ve been
on to you right along. You fooled a | ot of people, but you never fooled nme. |
knew what you was up to. | saw the way you | ooked at Bl ossom Well, you ain't
going to get her. Wat you're going to get is a bullet in your head."

"Neil, let go--you're hurting ne."

"Neil," Buddy said in a | ow, reasoning tone, the tone one adopts with



frightened aninmals, "that girl is your sister. You're talking like he stole
your girl. She's your _sister_."

"She is not."

"What in hell do you nean by that?"

"I nean | don't care!"

"You filth."

"Orville, was that you? Wiy don't you come here, Orville? | ain't going
to let Blossomgo. You're going to have to conme and rescue her. Oville?"

He jerked Bl ossomis arns behind her back and circled the slender wists
with his left hand. Wien she struggled, he twi sted her arnms up painfully or
cuffed her with his free hand. Wen she seened pacified, he unsnapped the
| eather flap of the holster and took out his Python, as one rempves jewelry
for a giftbox, lovingly. "Cone here, Oville, and git what | got for you."

"Be careful. He does have a gun," Buddy said. "He has father's."

Buddy's voice cane nore fromthe right than Neil had expected. He
shifted his weight, but he wasn't really worried, because he had a gun and
they didn't.

"I know," Orville said.

Alittle to the left. The space inside this tuber was | ong and narrow,
too narrow for themto circle around to either side of him

"I got sonething for you too, Buddy, if you think you're going to nove

i n when your buddy's brains are blown out. | got nme an axe." He chirruped an
ugly laugh. "Hey! that's a joke: Buddy . . . buddy, get it?"

"Your jokes stink, Neil. If you want to inprove your personality, you
shoul dn't nmake j okes."

"This is just between nme and Oville, Buddy. You go away, or . . . or
["lI'l chop your head off, that's what 1'Il do."

"Yeah? Wth what, with your big front teeth?"

"Buddy," Orville cautioned, "he may have the axe. | brought it down here
with me." Fortunately no one thought to ask why.

"Neil, let go now. Let go or--or I'Il never speak to you again. If you

stop acting this way, we can all go right up and forget this happened."”

"No, you don't understand, Blossom You're not safe yet." H's body
| eaned forward until his lips were touching her shoulders. They rested there a
nmonent, uncertain what to do. Then his tongue began to lick away the fruit
pul p wi th which her whol e body was slinmed. She managed not to scream

"When you're safe, I'Il let you go, | prom se. Then you can be ny queen
There' |l be just the two of us and the whole world. We'll go to Florida, where
it never snows, the two of us." He spoke with unnatural eloquence, for he had
st opped thinking too closely about what he said, and the words left his lips
uncensored by the faulty mechani sms of consciousness. It was another triunph
for the prinordial. "We'll lay on the beach, and you can sing songs while
whi stle. But not yet, little lady. Not until you're safe. Soon."

Buddy and Orville seemed to have stopped noving forward. Al was quiet
except for the piops of the ripe fruit. Neil's blood surged with the raw
delight that cones frominducing fear in another aninmal. _They're afraid of
me! _ he thought. _Afraid of my gun! _ The weight of the pistol in his hand, the
way his fingers curved around it, the way one of them pressed agai nst the
trigger, afforded himpleasure nore richly gratifying than his |ips had known
touching his sister's body.

They were_ afraid of him They could hear his hard breathing and
Bl ossom s theatrical whinpering (which she maintained, |ike a foghorn, just so
that they might hear it and gauge their distance), and they hung back. They
had too much contenpt for Neil to be ready to risk their lives desperately
against his. Surely there was some way to trick him-to make _him_ take the
ganbl e.

Per haps, Buddy reasoned, if he becane angry enough, he woul d do
somet hi ng foolish--squander his single bullet on a noise in the dark or at



| east | oose his grip on Bl ossom which nmust by now be wearying. "Neil," he
whi spered, "everybody knows about you. Alice told everyone what you did."
"Alice is dead," Neil scoffed.

" Her ghost_," Buddy hissed. "Her ghost is down here | ooking for you. On
account of what you did to her."
"Ah, that's a lot of hooey. | don't believe in no ghosts."

"And on account of what you did to Father. That was a terrible thing to
do, Neil. He must be awful angry with you. He rnust be | ooking for you, too.
And he won't need a lanp to find you with."

"I didn't do _nothing! "

"Fat her knows better than that. Alice knows better, doesn't she? W al
do. That's how you got the pistol, Neil. You killed himto get it. Killed your
own father. How does it feel to do something like that? Tell us. What did he
say at the very | ast nonent?"

"Shut up! shut up! shut up!" When he heard Buddy begin to tal k again, he

set up the sanme shrill chant, backing away meanwhile fromthe voice that
seened to be drawi ng nearer to him

Then it was quiet again, and that was worse. Neil began to fill the
quiet with his owm words: "I didn't kill him Wy would | want to do that? He
| oved me nore than he | oved anybody el se, cause | was the one that always
stuck by him | never ran away, no matter how nuch | wanted to. W were pals,

Dad and nme. Wen he died--"

"When you _murdered_ him-"

"That's right--when I nmurdered him he said, 'Now you're the |eader
Neil.' And he gave ne his gun. 'That bullet's for Orville,' he says. 'Yes,
Dad,'" | said, '"I'll do anything you say.' W were always pals, Dad and ne. |
_had_ to kill him you can see that, can't you? Wy, he would have married off
Blossomto Oville. He said so. ' _Dad_,' says |, 'you gotta
understand--Orville ain't one of us!' Oh, | explained it very careful, but he
just lay there and wouldn't say a thing. He was dead. But nobody el se cared.
Everybody hated hi m except ne. W were pals, Dad and ne. Pals.”

It was evident, to Oville, that Buddy's strategemwas failing of its
desired effect. Neil was past the point where he could be shaken. He was over
t he edge.

VWhile Neil spoke, Oville moved forward, crouched, his right hand
exploring the air before him tentative as a nouse's whisker. If Neil had not
been hol ding Bl ossom or if he had not had a gun, it would have been a sinple
matter of running in low and tackling. Now it was necessary, for his own sake
but nore especially for Blossoms, either to disarmhimor to make sure that
his shot went wild.

To judge by his voice, Neil could not be far off. He swung his hand
around in a slow arc, and it encountered not the gun, not Neil, but Blossonis
thigh. She did not betray her surprise by the slightest ifinch. Nowit would
be easy to wench the gun fromNeil's hand. Orville's hand stretched up and to
the left: it should be right about _here_.

The netal of the gun barrel touched Oville's forehead. The weapon made
such perfect contact that Oville could feel the hollow bore, concave within a
distinct circlet of cool netal.

Neil pulled the trigger. There was a clicking sound. He pulled the
trigger again. Nothing.

Days of imrersion in the sap had effectually danmpened the gunpowder.

Nei |l did not understand, then or ever, _why_ the gun had failed him but
after another hollow _click_, he was aware that it had. Oville's fist came up
for his solar plexus and glanced off his rib cage. As Neil toppled backward,

t he hand hol ding the pistol struck down with full force where he supposed
Oville' s head nust be. The gunbutt struck agai nst sonething hard. Oville
made a noi se.

Lucky--Neil was |ucky. He struck down again and hit sonething soft. No
noise. Orville's body was linmp at his feet. Blossom had gotten away, but he
didn't mnd so nuch about that now



He pulled out the axe fromhis gun belt, where it had been hangi ng, the
head fl at against his stomach, the handle crossing his left thigh.

"You stay away, Buddy, you hear? | still got ne an axe."

Then he jumped on Oville's belly and his chest, but it was no good
wi t hout shoes on, so he sat down on his belly and began hitting himin the
face with his fists. Neil was beside hinmself. He | aughed--oh, how he | aughed!

But even so he stopped at intervals to take a few swi pes at the darkness
with the axe. "Woop-pee!" he yelled. "Wooppeel"

Soneone was scream ng. Bl ossom

The hard part was to keep Blossom fromrushing right back into the thick
of it. She just wouldn't listen

"No!" Buddy said. "You'd get yourself killed. You don't know what to do.
Li sten--stop screaming and |listen!" He shook her. She quieted. "I can get
Oville away fromhim so let _ne_ do it. Meanwhile, you go up the shaft the
way we went before. Along the detour. Do you remenber the way?"

"Yes." Dully.

"You'll do that?"

"Yes. But you've got to get Jerem ah away fromhim™

"Then I'1l expect to see you up there. Go on now. "

Buddy picked up Alice's rigid and festering corpse, which had been
already in his hands when Oville had rushed in Ilike a fool and spoiled
everything. He lugged it a fewfeet in the direction of Neil's voice, stopped,
grappl ed the old woman's body to his chest like a suit of arnor. "Oooow, " he
noaned.

"Buddy," Neil shouted, standing, hoisting the axe, "you go away."

But Buddy only went on meking the same silly nmpans and groans that
chil dren make pl ayi ng ghost on a sumer night or in a dark attic.

"You can't scare nme," Neil said. "I ain't scared of the dark."
"It isn't me, | swear," Buddy said calmy. "It's Alice's ghost. She's
comng to get you. Can't you tell by the snell it isn't ne?"

"Ah, that's a lot of hooey," Neil retorted. The mpaning started up
again. He was uncertain whether to return to Oville or go after Buddy. "Stop
it," he yelled, "I don't like that noise."

He could snell it! It was the way his father had snmelled when he was
dyi ng!

Buddy' s ai mwas good. The corpse struck Neil full-force across his body.
A stiff hand grabbed at his eyes and wi ped across his nouth, tearing his lip.
He toppl ed, waving the axe wildly. The corpse nade an awful screani ng sound.
Nei |l screamed too. Maybe it was just all one scream Neil's and the corpse's
toget her. Sonmeone was trying to pull the axe away! Neil pulled back. He rolled
over and over again and got to his feet. He still had the axe. He swung it.

Instead of Orville, there was soneone el se underneath his feet. He felt
the rigid face, the long hair, the puffy arns. It was Alice. She wasn't tied,
and the gag was out of her nouth.

Soneone was scream ng. Neil.

He screaned all the while he hacked apart the dead worman's body. The
head cane off with one stroke of the axe. He split the skull w th another
Agai n and again he buried the axehead into her torso, but that wouldn't seem
to come apart. Once the axe slipped and struck his ankle a gl ancing bl ow. He
fell over, and the disnenbered body squished under himlike rotten fruit. He
began to tear it to pieces with his hands. Wen there was no nore possibility
that it would haunt himagain, he stood up, breathing heavily, and called out,
not wi thout a certain reverence: "Bl osson®?"

_I"'mright here_.

Ah, he knew she woul d stay behind, he knewit! "And the others?" he
asked.

_They' ve gone away. They told me to go away too, but | didn't. | stayed
behi nd_.



"Why did you do that, Blosson?"

_Because | |ove you_.

"I love you too, Blossom | always have. Since you were just a little
kid."

I know. We'll go away together_. Her voice singsonged, lulled him
rocked his tired mind |like a cradle. _Soneplace far away where nobody can find
us. Florida. W'll live together, just the two of us, |ike Adam and Eve, and
t hi nk of new names for all the animals_. Her voice grew stronger, clearer, and
nore beautiful. We'Il sail on a raft down the M ssissippi. Just the two of
us. Night and day_.

"Ch," said Neil, overcone with this vision. He began to walk toward the

beautiful strong voice. "Ch, go on." He was walking in a circle.

_I'1'l be the queen and you'll be ny king, and there won't be anybody
else in the world_.

Hi s hand touched her hand. His hand trenbl ed.

_Kiss me_, she said. _Isn't that what you've always wanted?_

"Yes." H s lips sought her lips. "Ch yes."

But her head, and therefore her |ips, was not where one would have
expected it to be. It was not attached to her neck. At |ast he found her head
a few feet away. The lips that be kissed tasted of blood and licorice.

And for a few days, he satisfied the years' pent-up lusts on the head of
Al'ice Nermerov, RN

S| XTEEN. Hone Safe

Sonetimes distance is the best cure, and if you want to recuperate you
keep on going. Besides, if you stopped, you couldn't be sure of starting up
again. Not that they had that much choice--they had_ to keep going up. So
t hey went up.

It was easier this time. Perhaps it was just the contrast between a sure
thing (sure if they didn't slip, but that sort of danger hardly stimul ated
their adrenals at this point) and the distinct if unacknow edged presence of
death that had burdened these | ast few days, so that their ascent was also a
resurrection.

There was only one anxiety now, and it was Buddy's. Then even this was
di ssipated, for after less than an hour of clinbing they had reached the |evel
of their home base, and Maryann was waiting there. The | anp was burning so
they could see again, and the sight of each other, mired as they were,
brui sed, bl eeding, brought tears to their eyes and nmade them | augh Iike
children at a birthday party. The baby was all right, they were all right,
everything was all right.

"Do you want to go up to the surface now? O do you want to rest?"

"Now, " Buddy said.

"Rest," said Oville. He had just discovered that his nose was broken
It had al ways been such a good nose too-- straight and thin, a proud nose.
"Does it | ook awful ?" he asked Bl ossom

She shook her head sadly and kissed his nose, but she wouldn't say
anyt hi ng. She hadn't said a word since the thing that had happened down there.
Oville tried to return her kiss, but she averted her head.

Buddy and Maryann went away so they could be by thensel ves. "He seens so
much bi gger," Buddy remarked, dandling Buddy Junior. "How | ong have we been
gone?"

"Three days and three nights. They were | ong days, because | coul dn't
sl eep. The others have already gone up to the surface. They wouldn't wait. But
| knew you'd be back. You promi sed ne. Renenber?"

"Mm " he said, and kissed her hand.

"Greta's come back," Mryann said.



"That makes no difference to ne. Not any nore."

"It was on your account that she came back. She told ne so. She says she
can't live wthout you."

"Shes got her nerve--saying that to you."

"She's . . . changed. You'll see. She's not back in the sane tuber where
| was waiting, but in the one next above. Come, I'Il bring you to her."

"You sound like you want_me to take up with Greta again."

"I only want what you want, Buddy. You say that Neil is dead. If you
want to nake her your second wife, | won't stop you. . . if that's what you
want . "

"That's not what | want, dammit! And the next tinme | say | |ove you,
you' d better believe me. Ckay?"

"Ckay," she said in her teensiest, church-nouse voice. There was even

t he suggestion of small laughter, stifled. "But you' d better see her anyhow
Because you'll have to think of some way of getting her back to the surface.
Mae Stronberg is back too, but she's already gone up with the rest of them
She's sort of crazy now. She was still carrying her Denny around with
her--what's left of Denny. Bones nostly. This is the tuber. Greta's over at
the other end. 1'll stay back here with the [ anp. She prefers the dark."

Buddy snelled a rat. Soon, advancing through the tuber, he snelled
somet hing much worse. Driving through a town in southern Mnnesota in
pea- canni ng season once, he had snelt sonething Iike this--an outhouse gone
sour. "Greta?" he said.

"Buddy, is that you, Buddy?"' It was surely her voice that replied, but
its tinmbre had altered subtly. There was no crispness to the d's, and the
initial B had a sputtering sound. "How are you, Buddy? Don't conme any cl oser

than you are! I--" There was a gaspi ng sound, and when G eta began to speak
again, she burbled, like a child who tries to talk with his mouth full of
mlk. "--shill lub you. I wan oo be yours. Forgib ne. We can begin all over
agai n--1li ke Adanb an Ebe--jus us 00."

"What's wong with you?" he asked. "Are you sick?"

"No. I--" A sound of violent gargling. "--1"mjust alittle hungry. |

get that way now and again. Maryann brings nme ny food here, but she won't ever
bring me enough. Buddy, _she's trying to starve ne!_"

"Maryann," Buddy called. "Bring the light here."

"No, don't!" Greta shouted. "You've got to answer ny question first,
Buddy. There's nothing standi ng between us now. Maryann told nme that if you
want ed-- No--go away! The light hurts ny eyes." There was a sl opping, sucking
sound, as when one noves too suddenly in a full bathtub, and the air was
roiled, releasing newtides of fetor

Maryann handed her husband the dimy burning |anmp, which he held over
the sty into which the huge bulk of G eta Anderson had sunk of its own great
wei ght. Her bl oated body had | ost any distinctively human features: it was an
unconpl i cated mass of flaccid fat. The contours of her face were obscured by
folds of |oose flesh like a watercolor portrait that has been |left out of
doors in a rainstorm Now this face began to nmove fromside to side, setting
the, flesh into a jellylike commtion--a gesture of negation, as far as one
coul d judge.

"She doesn't nmove any nore," Maryann expl ai ned, "and she's too heavy to
lift. The others found her when they were | ooking for Blossom and they pulled
her this far with ropes. | told themto | eave her here, cause she needs somne-.
one to |l ook after her. | bring her all her food. It's a fulltime job."

The conmmotion of flesh at their feet becane nore agitated, and there
seened al nost to be an expression on the face. Hatred, perhaps. Then an
aperture opened in the center of the face, a nouth, and Geta's voice said,
"Go away, you _disgush_ ne!"

Before they had left, the figure at their feet was already stuffing
handful s of the syrupy fruit pulp into the cavity in the center of its face.

Wil e the men and Bl ossomrested, Maryann rigged a sort of harness and
even succeeded, over loud protests, in cinching it about Geta. Maryann



fetched anot her heaping portion of swill using the |aundry basket that had
been rescued fromthe commonroomfire. If this wasn't done for Greta at hourly
intervals, she would begin to take up handfuls of the surrounding filth and
stuff her gullet full of it. She no | onger seemed to be aware of the

di fference, but Maryann was, and it was largely for her own sake that she kept
t he basket repl enished. After Geta had downed suflicient of the fruit pulp,
she was usually good, as now, for a few noments of conversation, and Maryann
had been grateful for this during the |Iong, dark hours of waiting. As Geta
had often observed during these sober interludes: "The worst part is the
boredom That's what got me into my _condition_."

Now, however, she was pursuing a |l ess weighty subject: "There was
another movie, | can't remenber the name now, where she was poor and had this
funny accent, and Laurence Harvey was a nedi cal student who fell in love with
her. O else it was Rock Hudson. She had himright in the pal mof her hand,
she did. He'd have done anything she said. | can't remenber how that one
ended, but there was another one | |iked better, with Janes Stewart--renmenber
hi n?-- where she lived in this beautiful mansion in San Franci sco. Ch, you
shoul d have seen the dresses she had. And such lovely hair! She rmust have been
the nost beautiful worman in the world. And she fell down froma tower at the
end. | _think_ that's howit ended.”

"You must have seen just about every novie Kim Novak ever nade,’
said placidly while the baby nursed at her breast.

"Well, if there was any | nissed, | never heard about them | w sh you'd
| oosen these ropes." But Maryann never replied to her conplaints. "There was
one where she was a witch, but not, you know, ol d-fashioned. She had an
apartment right on Park Avenue or soneplace |like that. And the nost beautiful
Si anese cat."

"Yes, | think you' ve told ne about that one already."

"Well, why don't you ever contribute to the conversation? | nust have
told you about every movie |'ve ever seen by now "

"I never saw nany novies."

"Do you suppose she's still alive?"

"\Who- - Ki m Novak? No, | don't suppose so. W may be the very | ast ones.
That's what Oville says."

"“I'"'m hungry again."

"You just ate. Can't you wait till Buddy is finished nursing?"

"I''m _hungry_, | tell you! Do you think I _Iike_this?"

"Ch, all right." Maryann took up the basket by its one remaining handl e
and went off to a nore whol esone section of the tuber. Filled, the basket
wei ghed twenty pounds or nore.

When she could no | onger hear Maryann nearby, Geta burst out into
tears. "Ch God, | _hate_this! | hate _her!_ Oh, I'"'mso _hungry! " Her tongue
ached to be covered with the beloved, licorice-flavored slop, as a three-pack
snoker's tongue craves nicotine on a norning when he has no cigarettes.

She was not able to wait for Maryann's return. \Wen she had driven away
t he worst of her hunger. she stopped crammi ng the stuff in her nmouth and
nmoaned al oud in the darkness. "Ch Ga, how | hay nyself! _Mself_, thas who
hay! "

Mar yann

They had hauled Greta a |l ong way, only stopping to rest when they had
reached t he uppernost tuber in which they had spent the first night of their
subterranean winter. The relative coolness at this height was a wel cone relief
fromthe steany heat blow. Geta's silence was an even nore wel cone contrast.
Al'l during the ascent she had conpl ai ned that the harness was strangling her
that she was caught in the vines and they were pulling her apart, that she was
hungry. As they passed through each successive tuber, Geta would stuff the
pul p into her mouth at a prodigious rate.

Oville estimated that she wei ghed four hundred pounds. "Ch, nore than
that," Buddy said. "You're being kind."



They woul d never have been able to get her as far as they had, if the
sap coating the hollow of the roots had not been such an effective |ubricant.
The probl em now was how to hoist her up the last thirty, vertical feet of the
primary root. Buddy suggested a system of pulleys, but Orville feared that the
ropes at their disposal night not be able to support Geta's full weight. "And

even if they can how will we get her out through that hole? In Decenber,
Maryann was barely able to squeeze in through it."
"One of us will have to go back for the axe."

"Now? Not _this_ one of us--not when we're this close to the sunlight.
say let's |l eave her here where there's food ready at hand for her and go up
the rest of the way ourselves. Later is time enough to be Good Sanaritans."

"Buddy, what's that sound?" Maryann asked. It was not |ike Maryann to
i nterrupt.

They listened, and even before they heard it, they feared what it m ght
be, what it was. A low grating sound--a whine--a rasp not so |loud a noise as
the netal sphere had nmade trying to push its way into the cave, because, for
one thing, it was farther away, and for another, it did not seemto be having
the sane difficulty purchasing entrance. The whine grew | ouder; then a vast
flushi ng sound ensued, as when a sw nm ng pooi begins to drain.

Whatever it was, it was now in the tuber with them

Wth a fury sudden as their terror, a wind sprang up and bow ed themto
their knees. Tides of liquid fruit rose fromthe floor and walls and dropped
fromthe ceiling; the wind swept off the crest of each successive wave and
carried it toward the far end of the tuber, like the superfluous suds that
spill out of an automatic washer. Al that could be seen in the lanplight were
white flashes of the blowing froth. Maryann clutched her child to her breast
convul sively, after a blast of wind had alnost lifted himfrom her arns.

Assi sted by Buddy, leaning into the wind, she nade her way to the sanctuary of
a root that branched off fromthe tuber. There they were sheltered fromthe
worst effects of the gale, which seemed to how still nore fiercely now

It was left to Orville to attenpt Greta's rescue, but it was a hopel ess
task. Even under ordinary circunstances, it was difficult to pull her weight
across the slippery floor of the fruit; alone, against the wind, he could not
budge her. In fact, she seenmed to be noving into the vortex with the pul p of
the fruit. After a third quixotic attenpt, he surrendered willingly to
Bl ossomis nmute entreaties and they joined Buddy and Maryann in the root.

Greta's ponderous weight slid forward with the other matter of the
fruit. Mraculously, the [anp which had been entrusted to her during the rest
period was still burning. Indeed it burned brighter than before.

Though her vision was beginning to flicker like badly spliced film she
was certain in the |ast noments of consciousness that she could see the great,
pal pitant maw of the thing, a brilliant rosy orange that could only be called
Pango Peach and, superinposed over it, a grille of scintillating C nderella
Red. The grille seened to grow at an al arm ng pace. Then she felt the whole
mass of her being swept up in the whirlwind, and for a brief, weightless
nmonent she was young again, and then she spattered over the grille like a
cel | ophane bag of water dropped froma great height.

In the root they heard the popping sound distinctly. Maryann crossed
hersel f, and Buddy nunbl ed soret hi ng.

"What' d you say?" Oville shouted, for the tenpest had reached its
hei ght, and even here in the root they were clinging to the vines to keep from
bei ng sucked back into the tuber.

"I said there'll be worns in the cider tonight," Buddy shouted back

" _What?_"

" _Worns!_"

The raspi ng sound, which had ceased or been inaudible during the storm
was renewed, and as abruptly as the wind had sprung up, it died. Wen the
raspi ng sounds had di m nished to a reassuring level, the five of themreturned
to the tuber. Even without the lantern, the change was evident: the floor was
several feet lower than it had been; voices echoed fromthe surfaces, which



were hard as rock; even the thick rind of the fruit had been scraped | oose. In
the center of this |larger space, at about the |level of their heads, a |large
tube or pipeline stretched fromthe upper root opening to the |lower. The tube
was warmto the touch and was in constant novenent--down.

"That was sone vacuum cleaner,"” Oville said. "It scoured this place as
clean as a whistle. There's not enough left here to feed a nmouse."

"The harvesters have cone," Buddy said. "You didn't think they'd plant
all these potatoes and | eave themto rot, did you?"

"Well, we better go up to the surface and see what Farmer MacG egor
| ooks Iike."

But they were strangely reluctant to |l eave the dry tuber. An el egaic
nood had settled over them "Poor Geta," Blossom said.

They all felt better when the sinple nmenorial had been pronounced. Geta
was dead, and the whole old world seenmed to have died in her person. They knew
that the world to which they woul d now ascend woul d not be the sane as the one
they'd I eft behind.

EPI LOGUE: The Extinction of the Species

Just as a worm passing through an apple may suppose that the apple, its
substance and quality, consists merely of those few el ements whi ch have passed
t hrough his own nmeager body, while in fact his whole being is envel oped in the
fruit and his passage has scarcely dimnished it, so Buddy and Maryann and
their child, Blossomand Oville, energing fromthe earth after a | ong passage
t hrough the I abyrinthine wi ndings of their own, purely human evils, were not
aware of the all-pervading presence of the larger evil that lies wthout,
which we call reality. There is evil everywhere, but we can only see what is
in front of our noses, only remenber what has passed through our bellies.

The gray basketballs, punped full of the pulp of the fruit, had risen
froman earth that was no | onger green. Then, like primtives clearing their
| ands, the machines that served the alien farners turned that earth into a
pyre. The towering stalks of the great Plants were consuned, and the sight had
all the grandeur of a civilization falling to ruins. The few humans who
remai ned retreated into the earth one nore tine. Wen they re-energed, the
pall that hung over the scorched earth made them wel come the total eclipse of
ni ght .

Then a wind noved in fromthe | ake, and the pall thinned to reveal the
heavy cumul us above. The rains came. The pure water cleared the skies and
washed the nonths' encrustations fromtheir bodies and soaked into the bl ack
earth.

Qut came the sun and dried the rain, and their bodies gloried inits
tenuous April warnth. Though the earth was bl ack, the sky was blue, and at
ni ght there were stars-- Deneb, Vega, Altair--brighter than anyone had
renenbered. Vega, particularly, shone bright. In the fal se dawn, a sliver of
nmoon rose in the east. Later the sky would Iighten, and once nore the sun
woul d ri se.

It all seemed very beautiful to them for they believed that the natura
order of things--that is to say, their order--was being restored.

There were expeditions down into the roots to search out traces of fruit
that the harvesters had overl ooked. Such traces were rare, but they existed;
by rationing out these scraps of rind sparingly, they m ght hope to survive
the sunmer at |least. For the time being, there was also the water and weeds in
the | ake, and as soon as it became warner, they planned to make their way down
al ong the M ssissippi, to the warm southl ands. There was al so the hope that
the ocean would still be fruitful



The | ake was dead. Al along the fire-blackened shore, shoals of
stinking fish were heaped nmenorially. But that the ocean m ght be in the sane
condi ti on--that was unthi nkabl e.

Their chief hope was that the Earth had survived. Sonewhere there mnust
be seeds sprouting in the warmsoil, survivors like thenselves, from whose
flowering the earth m ght be made green again.

But their cardinal hope wi thout which all hopes el se were vain, was that
the Plant had had its season, |long though it had been, and that that season
was over. The arnored spheres had left with the rape of a planet, the fires
had burnt over the stubble, and the | and woul d now wake from the ni ghtmare of
that second alien creation. That was their hope.

Then everywhere the I and was covered with a carpet of the richest green
The rains that had washed the sky clean of the snoke of the burning had al so
borne the billion spores of the second planting. Like all hybrids, the Plant
was sterile, and could not reproduce itself. A new crop had to be pl anted
every spring.

In two days the Plants were already ankl e-deep

The survivors spread out over the flat green uniformty of the plain
resenbl ed the figures in a Renaissance print illustrating the properties of
perspective. The nearest three figures, in the mddle distance, conprised a
sort of Holy Fam |y, though noving closer, one could not help but note that
their features were touched by sone other enotion than quiet happiness. The
worman sitting on the ground was, in fact, weeping bitterly, and the man on his
knees behind her, his hands planted on her shoul ders as though to confort her
was barely able to restrain his own tears. Their attention was fixed upon the
thin child in her arns, who was futilely puffing at her dry breast.

Alittle farther on was another figure--or should we say two?--w thout
any iconographic parallel, unless we allowthis to be a Ni obe sorrowi ng for
her children. However, Niobe is usually depicted alone or in the prospect of
all fourteen children; this woman was hol ding the skeleton of a single child
in her arms. The child had been about ten years of age when it died. The
worman's red hair was a shocking contrast to the green everywhere about her

Al most at the horizon one could nake out the figures of a man and woman,
nude, hand in hand, smling. Certainly these were Adam and Eve before the
Fal |, though they appeared rather nore thin than they are usually represented.
Al so, they were rather ill-matched with respect to age: he was forty if he was
a day; she was barely into her teens. They were wal ki ng south, and
occasionally they would speak to each ot her

The wonman, for instance, nmight turn her head to the man and say, "You
never told us who your favorite actor is." And the man would reply, "David
Ni ven, | always |iked David N ven." Then how beautifully they would smle

But these figures were very, very snmall. The | andscape doni nated t hem
entirely. It was green and level and it seenmed of infinite extent. Vast though
it was, Nature--or Art--had expended little inagination upon it. Even viewed
closely, it presented a nost nonotonous aspect. In any square foot of ground,
a hundred seedlings grew, each exactly |ike every other, none prepossessing.

Nature is prodigal. O a hundred seedlings only one or two would
survive; of a hundred species, only one or two.

Not, however, nan

Behol d even to the noon, and it shineth not; yea, the stars are not pure
in his sight.
How much | ess man, that is a worn? and the son of man, which is a worn?

Job 25:5-6



THE END



